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This novel blends fact and fiction. 

The facts are: 

1) Napoleon signed the Treaty of Valençay with King 
Ferdinand VII of Spain on December 11th, 1813. It 
restored Ferdinand to the throne he’d been forced to 
abdicate to Napoleon’s brother, Joseph, in 1808.  

2) The Battle of Vittorio occurred on June 21st, 1813. 
The French were defeated by Lord Wellington and 
relinquished Spain. 

3) Wellington’s Vittorio dispatch described an item of 
French property found at the battle, as a single 
military chest containing one hundred thousand 
francs in gold coins. 

4) Sir Gabriel Hopetown Stoke commanded a division 
of British troops at the Battle of Vittorio. He 
recorded in his diary, that his men found some money 
tumbrils loaded with chests of gold coins, and looted 
them. 

5) French records indicate that the tumbrils contained 5 
million francs in gold Napoleons. 

6) The Battle of Aix Roads took place on the 11th and 
12th of April, 1809. To accommodate the story, the 
battle was moved to June 1813. The events before, 
during and after the battle are accurately portrayed. 

7) Captain Lord Thomas Cochrane was born in 1775 
and died in 1860. He was one of the Royal Navy’s 
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most brilliant frigate Captains and he commanded 
HMS Impérieuse at the battle of Aix Roads. 

8) Dr. James Guthrie was the surgeon and doctor aboard 
Impérieuse during the battle of Aix Roads. James and 
Thomas were friends. 

9) The siege of San Sebastian began on the 7th of July 
1813 and ended two months later on September 8th. 
Details on Wellington, the city and the fire are 
accurate. 

10) With one obvious exception, the technologies used 
on Bit-by-Bit exist today, albeit in some cases, in less 
sophisticated forms. 

The rest is fiction. 

The book’s website separates fact from fiction in 
more detail. For more, visit: www.NapoleonsGambit.com 
and see the Facts vs. Fiction section and the individual 
Chapter Notes. The website’s illustrated glossary provides 
help with nautical terms. Photographs of modern catamarans 
at the end of the book may help with catamaran 
terminology. 

Images used in chapters 44, 45 and 46 - the Battle of 
Aix Roads - are from Wiki: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Battle_of_the_Basque_Roads 
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The illustration of a wooden ship and her rig below 
was taken from Ship Modelling Simplified, by Frank Mastini 
(International Marine/McGraw-Hill, 1990). 
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Chapter	1	

June 15, 1813 

North Atlantic Ocean  
110 miles SW of  
San Sebastian, Spain. 

0800 hours. 

The still sea reflects the sky so clearly my world 

turns upside down: a silver orb floating in a bowl of blues. 

Not a whisper of wind and Splinter’s sails hang lifeless. 

Third and last known meeting point. And now it, too, seems 

unlikely. 

Splinter floats silently, the Navy Ensign limp on her 

flagstaff, my shallow breaths the only sound. We have to 

maintain position and our aimless drift has me tense on the 

edge of the thwart, hand tight on the tiller. I’m sweating in 
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the Junior-Post Captain’s uniform and hat. It’s not yet hot 

but my back feels clammy. Force myself to relax and 

breathe the sea’s salty tang. I stand and shake myself. Look 

around at the listless sea. 

Cassius handed me the uniform four months ago in 

Fiji, taking it from his “props trunk”, as he’d called it, 

introducing Operation First Nudge. I’d asked myself a 

question then which I still can’t answer: just because I can 

do this, should I? 

If our computations are correct, the Royal Navy’s 

frigate, HMS Impérieuse, will heave into sight on the 

eastern horizon at noon. Under the absolute command of 

Captain Lord Thomas Cochrane. On board, Dr. James 

Guthrie, the ship’s doctor and surgeon and Thomas’ 

particular friend. And the three-hundred men of her crew. 

The Navy’s weapon the terrified French and Spanish 

shipping call Le loup des mer (The sea wolf). And I’m here 

to dupe them into a mission inspired purely by Greed, Lust 

and Gluttony. Can’t blame it all on Cassius, I’m in it from 

masthead to keel. 

The odds of intercepting today are better than ninety-

seven percent. But what impact will this mission have on 

the lives of Thomas and James and their crew? On their 

world and mine?  
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Is Cassius right; that we’re all in it for the money? 

That Thomas and James and Impérieuse’s crew would be, 

too, if they knew the truth? So many questions and I know 

only one thing with certainty: if we do intercept, what 

happens next won’t be what was going to happen. The 

future hasn’t seemed so precarious since my parents died 

when I was a boy.  

Lift the canvas bag from the thwart I’m sitting on 

and squirt water into my mouth. My heart races, my throat 

dry despite the water. I need to concentrate. Stick to the 

plan. 

I reach down to the sole of the boat and root among a 

few canvas bags. Select #1 and withdraw the old brass 

telescope, another of Cassius’ props. Stand up and use it to 

scan the eastern horizon, and then for good measure, a circle 

around me. Nothing. How could there be anything? 

Impérieuse must be becalmed, just like Splinter and me. 

The part of me that’s spent the past two years 

preparing for this moment hopes they appear. My 

conscience, sparked by Sensei Takano’s parting words, 

hopes we don’t fall in. I could sail back to Fiji, tell Cassius 

we missed and disappear on Bit-by-Bit. A failure, but 

ethically intact. 
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I touch the scabbard weighing down my belt. 

Sensei’s Kumité Championship sword. His parting gift to 

me as we said goodbye in Pompey. Before Bit-by-Bit and I 

sailed to Fiji and fell down Cassius’s rabbit hole. 

Sensei had invited me to tea after our last workout. 

I’d asked him about the sword hanging on his office wall. 

He’d smiled ruefully and said that when he’d won it, he’d 

still believed that combat ended with a victor. I’d shrugged, 

puzzled. He’d shaken his head and said. “Every victory 

comes at a cost. What price a conscience?” He’d been silent 

and still for a while, then shaken his head and looked at me. 

“But you are about to begin your mission – we must focus 

on what is to come.” He’d stood, lifted the sword from the 

wall. Gripped my hand in his and pulled me to my feet. 

Hugged me. Handed me the sword saying, “Take this, Josh 

my son. It has brought me luck; perhaps it will do the same 

for you.” 

Calling me his son, his gift and his bear hug had 

brought tears to my eyes. When he saw them on releasing 

me he’d added, “Trust yourself Josh. Your confusion arises 

because your morals conflict with your desires.”  

Man, did he ever get that right. The rabbit hole 

would be his worst nightmare.  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Chapter	2	

June 15, 1813 

North Atlantic Ocean  
110 miles SW of  
San Sebastian, Spain. 

1030 hours. 

The sky feels like a steel vice clamping Splinter and 

me to the sea. I’m sweating, feeling hemmed in despite the 

empty void. 

I unbuckle the scabbard and shrug off the uniform 

coat.  Toss the hat onto the boat’s sole. Squirt water into my 

mouth. I feel helpless. By drifting on the spot I expect 

Impérieuse to occupy at noon today, I’m leaving it to fate. If 
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she heaves into sight, so be it. But without wind, nothing is 

moving and thus not intercepting is also a possible outcome. 

My horizon standing on Splinter’s sole is about three 

miles – same as if I was on a beach. At seven knots, a ship 

will cover the distance in twenty-five minutes. I can’t 

expect to see them for about an hour. But that doesn’t ease 

my anxiety. 

I’m here to trick two men into a mission dreamed up 

by my Admiral to line his pockets. And mine, or so he says. 

A very clever man, Admiral Stoke. To underestimate him 

would be foolish. He has plans for me: short term of course. 

He’s lied from the moment he recruited me in 

Bermuda. I’d just lost my boat in the storm and was feeling 

like I’d shipwrecked my life. And then he’d offered me the 

chance to build my dreamboat. I’d swallowed his fake 

mission, my need for a boat overriding my doubts about an 

Admiral recruiting a low-level sailor. He’d introduced me to 

his historian, my history teacher. Hoping we’d fall in love. 

And we had. Ses an insurance policy in his head. But for 

me, my first meaningful relationship since my childhood. 

He’d strung me along for twenty months of boatbuilding, 

history lessons, martial arts and weapons training. On his 

orders, sailed Bit-by-Bit from Portsmouth to Fiji. 

Demonstrated she worked. And then he’d shown me Doc 
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Fourdee’s machine. Told me what I had really signed up for. 

Filled my head with First Nudge’s plan to commit the 

perfect crime. But to pull it off I have to lie to Thomas and 

James. Gentlemen who believe honour is all. If they 

discover the mission is a deception they’ll challenge me to a 

duel. I’ll be dead thirty seconds later. 

Then again, Cassius is a cunning devil. His plan 

should work. Which brings me back to should I. I’m 

thinking back to my tenth birthday. We were supposed to go 

out for dinner that night. But I’d been injured in a Kumité 

fight that afternoon. Spent the night in hospital. When the 

family didn’t collect me the next morning, the police did. A 

burglary gone wrong they’d said. My father, mother and 

sister, shot. Dad’s coin collection the target. The thieves had 

a key, the alarm code. We should have been out. If I hadn’t 

carelessly injured my hand, they’d still be alive.  

And here I am to steal another collection of coins. 

Trying to convince myself it’ll be an act of war. The Royal 

Navy will strike a brilliant blow against Napoleon. Possibly 

true, but the lying is bad enough; the arrogant interference a 

whole different matter. As Sensei said: morals in conflict 

with desires. 

I don’t feel virtuous, balancing on my moral 

tightrope. My strategy tap-dances between outright lies, 
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staged misconceptions and dazzling special effects. 

Balancing on the rope is putting it mildly; it’s more like 

swaying perilously over disgrace on one hand, death on the 

other, with the facts strung out ahead like dim islands of 

hope. 

The script begins with Cassius’ lies: deliberate, 

carefully constructed fabrications. And the truth is such a 

delicate subjective thing, my story will be difficult to refute. 

It does all seem feasible. But it’s the myths that worry me: 

airy and insubstantial, yet powerful enough to become the 

truth. Captain Lord Thomas Cochrane, HMS Impérieuse, 

Napoleon - each their own myth. How can my intervention 

result in anything better than the status quo? 

I stand and sweep the horizon with the telescope 

again. Then slowly scan its eastern edge once more. Still 

nothing - thirty minutes too early for even her topmost sail. 

Splinter floats softly, her only movements caused by 

my restless shifting. Still no sounds: the world seems 

hushed, waiting with bated breath. Hotter now, and sweat 

trickles down my forehead and into my eyes. I wipe them 

with the sleeve of my canvas shirt. The waiting is always 

the hardest part. 

Strange: seconds before Cassius introduced himself 

in Bermuda, I’d been wondering why it is that what we do 
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in life defines us more than who we are. Without a boat I 

was adrift on land. Useless. Still me, still capable of action 

and direction, but lacking a chart, compass and rudder. 

And here I am proving that what we do reveals our 

true colours more than our self-image’s rose-tinted view. 

Two years later, I’m literally still drifting. Only this time, 

the lack of taking decisive action is a subterfuge disguising 

the reality of my choice. I’m here. They probably will be 

soon. It’s more than tempting fate; it’s willing it to happen. 

Scan the eastern horizon again. Still nothing. 

But then, just as I’m lowering the scope, off to 

larboard a few degrees: a ripple on the water. Wind! It curls 

languidly across the sea and minutes later puffs on my face. 

Splinter sails stir and slap the mast gently. I scan the east 

again. More rippling water: Impérieuse could be on the 

leading edge of the front, bringing the wind with her! 
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Chapter	3	

June 15, 1813 

North Atlantic Ocean  
110 miles SW of  
San Sebastian, Spain. 

1125 hours. 

The wind is now about ten knots. A slight swell 

raises and lowers us a few feet. Splinter and I sail at three 

knots on a beam reach, the wake whispering along her sides. 

The wind sighs through her rigging, bending her sails into 

taught curves. I’m maintaining our position: we sail for five 

minutes on a starboard tack, come about and retrace our 

course on a larboard tack. Come about and repeat. I could 

just heave-to and wait, but our passage cools me and 
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imparts the illusion of control. I’m proactively doing 

something. 

I tie the mainsheet off on its cleat. Stand up and 

wedge the tiller between my legs to free both hands. Grab 

the telescope and scan the eastern horizon. 

Nothing. 

Sit and lay the telescope on the sole. Captain Lord 

Cochrane is probably in a black mood. Returning to 

Plymouth an unhappy hero. The Navy could have destroyed 

Napoleon’s Mediterranean fleet in Aix Roads three nights 

ago; instead Impérieuse sank or burned a quarter of it, with 

minimal assistance from the British fleet. Thomas’ brilliant 

plan thwarted by Admiral Gambier’s prayerful dithering. If I 

cross him in the mood he’s in, I’ll be hanging from the 

yardarm at noon tomorrow. 

I pick up the scope, stand and scan the horizon. A 

quick circle around and then settle in for a good look at the 

east. Nothing for a few moments. But then, on the edge of 

the sea and sky, a tiny rectangle of white. Looks like the 

crest of a wave. But then I realize its not breaking – it’s 

slowly taking shape. A curve of canvas. Sail ho! 

As the sail grows in the eyepiece, no mast is visible 

above it. It must be her foremast royal! Impérieuse is 
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cracking on, as her crew would say: she’s flying most of her 

suite of sails including those at the tops of her masts. 

I change course towards her. Steer a close-hauled 

tack to reduce our time to intercept. At this rate, in about 

twenty minutes, just after noon. 

Of course, she could be any ship. If she’s French or 

Spanish, I’m likely to spend the rest of my short life in 

prison. 

The sail grows larger in the eyepiece. A second, 

wider sail appears below her royal – her foremast 

topgallant. She’s on a broad reach, the wind on her larboard 

quarter. Her mainmast appears, taller behind the foremast. 

The edges of both masts’ sails curved white lines against the 

blue sky. As she closes, the canvas shades to dirty white, 

stained brown by age and weather. Tall, tapering wooden 

masts with a lookout in each top. She is without a doubt 

Impérieuse. I would recognize her from any angle. 

She’s sailing on oblivious to my presence – my tiny 

boat will be invisible to the lookout’s naked eye for a while 

yet. 

I’m about to meet HMS Impérieuse! Capable of 

hurling a broadside of more than three hundred pounds of 

metal every sixty seconds, a feat equalled by few warships. 

Two minutes between broadsides is considered good, three 
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and even four minutes more common. And in Impérieuse’s 

case, an accurate barrage. A barrage of which any single 18-

pounder canon ball, travelling at more than a thousand feet 

per second, will reduce Splinter to her eponymous self and 

me into bits small enough for the mouths of tiny fish. 

Contemplating the empty arcs of sea and sky a few 

minutes ago, I felt alone. Now, watching Impérieuse 

approach, I feel tiny and insignificant. Who am I to change 

the course of this ship? 

Her forecourse is now visible. At least forty feet 

wide and tall, the square sail looks a little bent out of shape 

until I make out the jib and the flying-jib on the bowsprit. 

Stayed as they are on the foremast, they obscure the lower 

portion of her topsail and all of her forecourse. And then 

she’s hull up, throwing a bow wave that rears white against 

her black cutwater.  

I realize that I’m holding my breath, my body rigid 

at attention in an unconscious salute. She’s so stately, so 

noble. I’m awaiting what happens next with a mixture of 

dread and excitement. Minutes ago, leaving it to fate 

seemed a good idea, but now it reeks of temerity. A 

premonition rises unbidden – a vision of two burning 

warships: bright orange flames leaping above blackened 

bodies on their decks, all twisted into fantastic shapes. 
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Blood pours like rivers from their scuppers, staining the sea 

wine-dark red. A horrible keening sound sets my teeth on 

edge and the smell of burning human flesh almost gags me. 

I shudder. Spit overboard. Cup my hands in the sea 

and dunk my face in the cool water. I shake my head and 

drag the back of my hand and sleeve across my eyes to erase 

the image.  Squirt water into my mouth, rinse and spit it 

overboard. Refocus the telescope.  

Impérieuse shoulders the swell aside powerfully, 

demonstrating her purpose with crystal clarity: a swiftly 

moved barrage of big guns. Such grace and beauty, such 

lethal abilities, all under the command of one man. And I’m 

here to deceive him. He’ll be richer for it, and his crew, too. 

But my breath has quickened to a shallow panting and my 

palm is slippery on the tiller. I’m suddenly conscious of 

how much I’d like to live beyond the next hour. 

The telescope reveals lines of rigging now, and the 

lookout in the foremast, hanging over the top’s wooden, 

iron-hooped side, gazing down on his mates. Today is a 

make and mend day. Just before the official start of the 

Naval day, the hands are on deck, forward of the mainmast: 

sewing, whittling and darning. Waiting for eight bells and 

their dinner. This being Tuesday, two pounds of salt beef 
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and every day’s pound of biscuit will fill the crew’s square 

platters. All washed down with a pint of grog. 

And then – there in the eyepiece – Thomas! That can 

only be him. Standing at the taffrail on the quarterdeck’s 

windward side. Taller than everyone at six foot three. Red 

hair blown forwards and to starboard as he removes his hat. 

Runs his hand across his scalp. He’s in his undress uniform, 

gold epaulette on each shoulder, the blue coat lacking the 

lace and embroidery of the full-dress. He replaces his hat 

and I set the telescope down on the sole. Pick up and buckle 

the scabbard around my waist. Shrug my way into the Junior 

Post Captain’s full dress blue uniform coat, its single gold 

epaulette on my right shoulder. Put on the blue hat with the 

two corners pointed fore and aft in the new fashion – Nelson 

had worn his hat sideways with the corners at his shoulders. 

Time to act like a Royal Navy officer.  But then I 

pause. It’s probably better to appear a defenceless liar than 

an armed spy. Unbuckle the scabbard and sword and stow it 

in a locker below the midships thwart. 

Pick up the telescope and focus on the now much 

nearer Impérieuse. Thomas’ epaulettes glint as he raises his 

sextant to take the noon sighting.  His second lieutenant and 

a midshipman, standing near him on the quarterdeck, raise 

their sextants and focus their eyepieces. They adjust the 
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moveable arms of their instruments. They bring the sun 

down to the horizon in the mirror. They lower their sextants 

and peer at the scale. Read off the angle of arc.  Repeat their 

sightings until the sun begins to descend. Thomas hands his 

sextant to the midshipman. He turns to the master and I 

imagine him saying, make it twelve, who repeats it to the 

mate of the watch, who I imagine tells the sentry standing at 

the mizzen mast, to strike eight bells and turn the glass. 

A moment later the four double chimes ring out. 

With the last echo still in the air, Thomas glances up at the 

lookout leaning out of the foremast top. A second later, his 

cry of Sail ho reaches me. 

For better or worse, the mission is underway.  
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Chapter	4	

June 15, 1813 

North Atlantic Ocean  
110 miles SW of  
San Sebastian, Spain. 

1201 hours. 

Thomas swings into the shrouds. Runs a little way up 

the ratlines until he can see my sail clearly. He hooks his 

left arm around a shroud. Raises his right and brings the 

telescope to his eye. Studies me. I wave. He waves back. 

I lay the telescope on Splinter’s sole. Reach down 

and open canvas bag #1 again. Take out the cotton signal 

flags: a triangle of red with a single white stripe from apex 

to base, and a square of white. Small flags, my fingers 

easily grab an edge. Clip their snaphooks to the halyard; 
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white on top of red. Hoist what I hope is the correct signal. 

A moment passes and then a midshipman on Impérieuse 

hoists the same signal. I dip and raise the flag twice. The 

midshipman does the same. 

Thomas lowers his telescope. He leans out from the 

ratlines to look down at the deck. Says something to a man 

who turns and disappears down the aft companionway. 

They appear to have assumed I am a Navy man. A 

friend. But they must be wondering about so small a boat, 

so far out to sea, with the sole crewmember apparently in no 

distress. 

Thomas issues an order to the Master: reduce sail the 

Bosun’s pipe screeches. The topmen swarm up the shrouds 

and run to their assigned stations on the yardarms. Drop 

their feet into the footropes. Lean over and grip the first row 

of reef lines on her sails. The crew on deck release the sails’ 

sheets. The foot of each sail snaps forward and then quickly 

rises as the men on the yardarms hoist in unison. They press 

their thighs forward to lock the canvas against the wooden 

yard. Lean forward and down to grab the next reef line and 

heave again. Her royals, topgallants, jibs, and mizzen furl 

quickly to become white tubes, cinched at precise intervals 

by the black gaskets they tie at each point. 
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 The hundred topmen who flawlessly performed this 

feat descend rapidly to the deck. They join the remainder of 

the crew lining Impérieuse’s rails, one hand shielding their 

eyes against the sun. 

The man standing alongside Impérieuse’s figurehead 

rides the swell with practised ease. His long blond hair is 

tied in a queue hanging down his right shoulder and chest. 

He’s about five feet eight. Loose fitting, yellow  canvas 

shirt and pants tied at the knee. A scar across his right cheek 

from ear to chin. Midshipman Mapleton. He’s eighteen 

years old, been at sea since he was twelve. A Midshipman 

stands on either side of him, both armed with dirks. One of 

them, possibly Frederick Marryat from his red hair, with a 

pistol in his belt. Flowing aft on both sides of the ship, a 

wave of heads and torsos. The crew, each one leaning a little 

further out to see forward past the man in front. 

 The reality of the situation is almost overwhelming. 

I focus on the small details. They help me to not think about 

the fact that every man up there will shoot, stab or slash me 

to death if that eighteen year-old kid orders them to. Silent, 

grim men, lean and muscular. A united force hardened by 

battle. I’ve never killed a man. I’m a combat virgin facing 

three-hundred-and-one veterans. 
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If the idea of losing Ses terrifies me, how does she 

feel about this moment? Does her love have that same knife-

edged fear that mine does? I can’t go back to the lonely void 

again. When one of us dies, me first please. 

Study Impérieuse. Her four masts are now visible. 

Dark wood columns like giant staircases to the clouds of her 

sails. Mizzenmast far aft, the towering mainmast midships, 

and the foremast just aft of the bow. Her bowsprit, her 

single horizontal mast, points the course forward like an 

outflung arm. Directly at me. The ship’s figurehead leans 

over the bow below the sprit. An open, alluring face with 

yellow hair tied back. Her bosom like twin battering rams. 

Under the rails on both sides, an intricate pattern of gold 

scrollwork. Hanging below the filigree, the ropes 

suspending the heads – planks with stained holes in their 

centres - swing in small arcs on each roll of the ship. The 

crew’s toilets. Bowers on both sides of her bowsprit made 

fast against the ship’s planking, Each ones two flukes and 

massive shank more than two tons of iron: enough to hold 

her one thousand-and forty-six tons anchored to the seabed 

against wind and tide. 

Impérieuse sails on under her forecourse, and the 

main’s topsail and course. I hope she’s going to use these to 
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heave-to in a few moments - she’s looming tall and wide 

and still throwing a spirited bow wave. 

The moment of contact approaches rapidly. Flight no 

longer possible, fight not an option, no choice but to live the 

part or die trying.  

Thomas looks towards the Bosun and his pipe 

pitches across the gap: hands to dinner. The crew roars 

enthusiastically, and their feet slap and drum on the deck as 

they race to their meal and grog. A whiff of salted beef 

reaches me. 

Thomas remains in the rigging. A moment later, a 

man appears from the aft companionway and crosses the 

deck towards Thomas on the larboard shroud. I focus the 

telescope on him. A long face with a square jaw and a black 

beard and moustache. Deeply tanned. White cotton shirt, 

pants and shoes. Black hair closely cropped. Head held 

high, confident stride. The crew touch their knuckles to 

their foreheads as he passes, help him up the rail and 

carefully set his feet and hands on the shroud. Doctor James 

Guthrie, the mystery man! Compared to his more famous 

friend, almost nothing is known of him. 

He climbs the ratlines to where Thomas hangs 

poised. A short conversation ensues. Thomas points towards 

me. James looks. He starts and then shakes his head. Shades 
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his eyes with his left hand, his right gripping the shroud. He 

peers intently at me. Turns to look at Thomas. Thomas nods. 

James climbs down and heads below. He appears a few 

minutes later with a black bag. 

The fact that I am healthy on a small boat days from 

land, and have no easy way to explain how I am, is not 

going to make an auspicious start to my tale. But despite 

this, I feel the familiar easing of tension that comes when I 

enter the Kumité ring: the waiting is over. My heart rate 

slows a few beats, my breathing returns to normal and my 

sweat dries in the wind. 

Reality, except for one shattering event in my life, 

has always proved less frightening than imaginary 

unknowns. Impérieuse, for all her power, is not a dreamed 

demon; she’s a ship at sea with a crew of real people. Be 

alert, calm, poised and follow the plan. Cassius you cunning 

bastard – this had better work. 

I’m now within a few hundred yards of the ship. The 

men, their meal consumed in minutes, line the rails and talk 

quietly amongst themselves. Thomas stands on the main 

deck near the quarterdeck’s companionway. James leans on 

the rail next to him. 
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A hundred yards off now and one of the crew 

exclaims, “Blimey! He looks like he’s taking a blooming 

Sunday stroll.” 

“Silence fore and aft,” roars Thomas. 

Midshipman Mapleton calls out, “The boat ahoy.” 

“Bit-by-Bit,” I shout, indicating that a Captain is 

aboard. 

“Heave-to,” calls Thomas. The crew lay the 

maincourse to the mast and tighten the opposing forecourse 

sheet until the sail backs the wind. The ship loses way and 

her bow wave sinks into the sea. She slowly comes to a 

stop. Her sails, producing counter thrusts to each other, hold 

her stationary. 

The transformation from warship underway to HMS 

Impérieuse heaved-to startles me. With most of her sales 

furled, her rig now hovers above me like a giant black 

spiderweb. A hundred and fifteen feet tall, a forbidding 

tangle of rope lines and webbed rigging. As we close, her 

one hundred-and-seventy foot length and twenty foot tall 

topside tower over Splinter and me. A dark, formidable wall 

shutting out the light. A few of her gun portlids are open, 

men leaning on the barrels of their guns. Their eyes mere 

glints in sunburned faces and facial hair, the gun bores’ 

!33



black tampions staring at me. I breathe deeply and prepare 

for action. 

I run Splinter under Impérieuse’s stern and turn 

alongside. Release the halyards, douse the sails and bring 

the boat to a stop near her larboard side. The crew murmur 

above me. One of them says, as he lowers the end of a rope 

from her deck, “Handsomely done, sir. Grab-a-hold of this 

line.” 

“One moment,” I say. “We would not want to scratch 

the dear barky’s beautiful paintwork.” I reach into the bilge 

and hang three canvas sandbags over Splinter’s gunwale. 

Their inboard ends are already tied to thwarts and the bags 

separate the two topsides. A murmur of appreciation rises 

from the men lining the rail. I grab the offered line and tie 

on to Impérieuse. 

Pick up canvas bags numbers one and two, leaving 

the food and water, weapons and clothes behind in bags 

three and four. The bags are hidden in the forward locker 

out of sight of the crew. Should be safe enough. 

Sling the two bags over my shoulder. Carefully slide 

#2 to my back – yet more props. But mine. If Cassius knew 

I’d brought them he’d have me flogged to death. 

Stand in the little boat and time the movements of 

the ship for a few rolls. Jump to the rope ladder and grasp 
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it’s side ropes. Hand over hand, one foot at a time, climb the 

twenty feet to her deck, thinking about Ses. The historian 

who so badly wanted to be here at this moment, we’d had an 

argument about it before I cast off. Hope those aren’t our 

last words.  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Chapter	5	

June 15, 1813 

North Atlantic Ocean  
111 miles SW of  
San Sebastian, Spain. 

1220 hours. 

The hemp rope is coarse and hairy, but my hands are 

used to lines. I’ve been at sea twice as long as Mr. 

Mapleton.  

The rope smells like cut grass after rain with the 

ship’s wooden sides adding salt, mildew and fir. Painted 

black topsides, bleached paler in spots by the sun and sea. 

Jigsaw-shaped patches, old wounds of war, slide past my 

eyes as I climb. No polished brightwork, no shiny brass – no 
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telltale glints for enemy lookouts. As my eyes rise above the 

scuppers to peer over the gunwale, I stop in awe. 

Raise my eyes to masts and yards towering over us 

like trees and branches, giant shadows across the deck. Sails 

flapping, holding us heaved-to. Lower my eyes to the level 

of her teak deck. Holystoned and scrubbed spotless every 

morning by her crew, the boards radiate away in zigzagging 

seams of snow-white wood. Marred already by a blob of tar 

a few inches from my nose, dripped from the rigging. Its 

chemical tang of melted oil almost overwhelmed by the 

crew’s unwashed legs, toes and canvas shoes. Less wind 

here, its flow blocked by the ship, and the smell hovers. 

Forward to my left the bowsprit tapers off and men ring the 

bow and sides. I turn and look right, aft along the ship. A 

single midshipman stands on the leeward side of the 

quarterdeck. Thomas, James and the First Lieutenant, Sam 

Brown, stand on the main deck at the foot of the 

quarterdeck’s companionway. Waiting. Looking at me. I 

snap out of it. Shake my head to decline a man’s offered 

hand. 

“No thank you,” I say. “I am just a little stunned by 

your ship.” I haul myself up quickly and stand on a scupper, 

leaning my thighs against the outside of her rail. Leap over 

the bulwark and land lightly on the balls of my feet.  
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I’m actually standing on Impérieuse’s deck! 

Look around me as I’m led aft towards the officers. 

It feels like a dream, except that all my senses incarnate it. 

The ship alive, my feet sensing a vibration like a faint 

heartbeat. Smells of hemp, canvas and tar waft around me in 

eddies of wind. The pins of the wooden blocks creak, iron 

collars grate against masts and the bulwarks groan softly as 

the rails rub. It’s hot in the sun, the breeze a refreshing cool 

flow. 

The crew observe me silently. Relaxed and 

expectant. Most have their hair clubbed into queues hanging 

down their backs. Many wear pants only – no shoes or shirt 

– their suntanned hides a leathery brown. Men with scars 

and burns, occasional missing limbs. 

A group of marines near the mizzen. Called Lobsters 

by the crew, their scarlet coats hang unbuttoned. Their white 

canvas shirts, blue pants and black leather webbing a 

contrast to the sailors’ casual appearance.  

I’m an inch shorter than Thomas, tall enough to gaze 

over the crew’s heads and take in the ship. She is truly, a 

magnificent machine of war.  

The men part to allow my passage as we walk aft. 

From my reception and the men’s demeanour, they think I 

am a Royal Navy officer. And I am. But we serve two 
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different First Sea Lords. I glance uneasily at their open, 

trusting faces. Maybe I’ll feel better about it if the mission 

works and they all end up wealthier men. 

We walk past the aft guns of her main deck’s 18 

pounders. Barrels and trucks tightly frapped by their tackles 

to prevent three tons of metal careening across the deck. 

Read the names carved into their carriages as we pass: 

Jumpin Jimminy, Sudden Death, Fire Belcher. 

I halt in front of Thomas. His unbuttoned coat 

reveals a canvas shirt. His trousers hang loose to below the 

knees where they’re gathered in tight cuffs. Red hair too 

short to club into a queue, a cow’s lick across his forehead 

turning his eyes a deeper blue. He’s wide of shoulder, 

slender at the waist and looks as powerful as the stories of 

his strength imply. No sword, a sheathed knife with a black 

leather handle on his belt’s right side. 

James’ head reaches Thomas’ chin. He must be about 

five seven. Slender with quick, sure movements. An 

intelligent, appraising gleam in his gray eyes.  

Before I can stop myself, I say quickly and much too 

loudly, “Truly amazing, sir! I mean…. Impérieuse is even 

more beautiful in real life than I had expected.” And then I 

hang my head as the heat rises to my face. I mutter, 
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“Forgive my enthusiasm, my Lord. Please. I meant no 

offence.” 

Get a grip Rick you babbling idiot. 

Thomas smiles broadly,  “None taken, dear sir. 

Welcome aboard.” He thrusts his hand forward and we 

shake. Large, calloused hand, impressive grip. “Captain 

Lord Cochrane. My name is Captain Joshua Rick.” 

James meanwhile continues his study of me: literally 

looking me up and down. He extends his hand and I shake 

it. A surprisingly firm grip for such long, thin fingers. He 

says, “Welcome aboard, Captain Rick. Are you in need of 

medical attention?” 

“No, thank you, Doctor Guthrie. I am well and in no 

need of assistance.” 

“Yes, it would seem so,” he says stepping forward to 

peer up at my eyes. “Forgive me for expressing the 

thought,” he continues, “but you appear to be in excellent 

health. How long have you been in that small boat?” And 

before I can answer, he glances at Thomas and then returns 

his gaze to me. “And while we are asking questions. How is 

that you know our names?” 

“Kind sirs,” I say looking at both in turn. “May we 

please retire to Captain Lord Cochrane’s cabin? I know your 
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names, sirs, because I was waiting for you. I was ordered to 

fall-in with Impérieuse.” 

“That is not feasible,” says Thomas, eyes hardening. 

“How could you know where we were so precisely? We did 

not know this ourselves, until we took our noonday sighting 

a few minutes ago. And where is your ship?” 

The crew’s eyes narrow and the officers’ hands move 

to their sword hilts. I say quickly, “Captain Lord Cochrane. 

I have in this pouch orders from the Admiralty addressed to 

you, my Lord. May I beg you to examine them in the 

privacy of your cabin?” 

Thomas studies me for a moment and turns to James. 

An undetectable signal passes between them. Thomas nods, 

turns on his heel and tosses over his shoulder, “Follow me.”  

Yes! The rest has a better shot. Until we get to the 

moral issue, that is. He leads the way under the quarterdeck 

to his cabin in the stern. I’m now calm, collected. Ready for 

part two, the part with Ses and Cassius at their best. 

Thomas throws open the door with a crash and 

motions us in. Instructs the sentry outside to let no one pass 

and slams the door. “Now sir,” he says gazing at me sternly, 

“where are these orders and just who and what are you?” 

“My name, my Lord, as I said, is Captain Joshua 

Rick. I am what I appear to be. A junior Post Captain in the 
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Royal Navy. My ship, Bit-by-Bit, is at this moment hull-

down to leeward of us. You will not have heard of her, or 

me, my Lord. I was recruited specifically for this mission, 

and my ship was especially constructed for it, all in the 

highest secrecy.” 

 Thomas gazes at me for seconds and then nods 

slowly. “You are correct – I have not heard of her, or you, 

and I thought I knew the Navy list. And that is an unusual 

name for a Navy vessel. Why did you approach us in the 

Jolly boat instead of your ship?” 

“My Lord. Bit-by-Bit is of an advanced design and 

the Admiralty wishes to keep her existence secret for a 

while longer.” 

“That is all very well,” says James shaking his head. 

“But how did you find us so accurately? As Lord Cochrane 

said, we did not know where we were until we saw you. 

How did you?” 

“My Lord and Doctor. I will tell you that. But please, 

indulge me for a moment. Allow me to hand you your 

orders. May I, my Lord?” 

Thomas stares out the curved stern gallery, his face 

lit with the sparkling reflection of the leaded panes. He 

swivels to face me and thrusts out his hand. 
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I dig into canvas bag #1. Take the envelope and pass 

it to him. He glances at the seal and hands it to James. 

James touches the seal lightly. Runs his finger across it. 

Walks aft and holds it to the stern gallery’s glass panes. 

Examines it intently. Turns and crosses to Thomas. Nods 

and hands it to him. 

Thomas draws the knife from his sheath and cuts the 

seal. Opens the envelope. Extracts the single sheet of 

parchment and glances at it. Opens his desk drawer and 

extracts a codebook.  

And then he pauses, head on an angle. He looks at 

James and says, “The order is in Mulgrave’s hand, not a 

scribe’s. I have his note, the summons he issued before Aix 

Roads. A moment.” 

He places the codebook on the table. Walks to the 

desk and pulls the drawer open again, rummages amongst 

the papers and removes a vellum letterhead. He crosses to 

the table and holds the letter and the orders side-by-side, the 

gallery’s light illuminating them brightly. Compares them. 

I stop breathing. 

A single chime rings out from the ship’s bell. 
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Chapter	6	

June 15, 1813 

North Atlantic Ocean  
111 miles SW of  
San Sebastian, Spain. 

1230 hours. 

Thomas stands at the table, arms aloft, hands side-

by-side comparing the two documents. 

James watches Thomas for a moment. Then he 

crosses the cabin to stand next to Thomas’ sword hanging 

on a peg. He turns, eyes narrowed to slits and lips 

compressed. My shoulders hunch and my heart speeds up. 

James says, “Mission orders are never written by the 

First Sea Lord. A scribe translates his notes. Why this 
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time?” And again, before I can answer, he looks at Thomas, 

“Is it Mulgrave’s hand, my Lord?” 

“As near as I can make out, Doctor. But your opinion 

bears more weight.” He holds both documents out to James. 

James remains at the sword studying me. I feel as if the last 

seconds of my life are ticking by. 

And then he shrugs. “You are an enigma, Captain 

Rick. If you are a spy bent on deceiving us, diverting us 

from our own purposes, the sentence is death. You must 

know that. You appear tense, yet poised and somehow 

dangerous. And this despite carrying no weapons. At least 

none that I can see?” He pauses, and I shake my head. Hold 

up my hands. Another lie – Karate means the art of empty-

handed fighting. But then, as Sensei would say, man who 

bring only hands and feet to a swordfight loses. 

He rubs his chin thoughtfully. “And then there is 

your appearance: your teeth – so regular and so white; that 

leap over the rail was agile and lithe. It smacks of a high 

level of physical training. You are obviously in the peak of 

health. As I said, an enigma.” 

His mouth loosens into a slight smile as he crosses to 

Thomas’ side. He shakes his head and says softly looking at 

me, “We will solve the riddle that is you, sir. It is merely a 

question of time.” 
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I'm pondering what Thomas meant by James's 

opinion carrying more weight. And then James’s words sink 

in.  He is right: either I'm running out of time or we are 

about to enter a different zone. 

He takes the documents to the stern gallery and 

places them side-by-side on the seat formed by the locker 

running below it. Repeats the same careful comparison. He 

licks his right forefinger and smears it across the ink on the 

orders. Sniffs it. Wets his middle finger and dabs it at 

Mulgrave’s note. Smells it. Licks each finger’s ink-stained 

surface lightly in turn. 

He looks at Thomas. “There are slight irregularities 

in the hands. But that is to be expected; Mulgrave is nearing 

sixty. It is his letterhead, the seal is Mulgrave’s. The inks 

are different, but Mulgrave may have used a different well 

or nib. I believe the orders to be genuine, my Lord. Perhaps 

we should decode them.” 

My breathing and heart rate return to normal.  

Thomas takes the documents; throws the note into 

the desk drawer and places the order next to the codebook 

on the table. Stands the inkwell near it and turns the book to 

the correct page. Dips his quill. He rapidly deciphers the 

order, writing the words below each code segment directly 

on the parchment. 
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“Judas Priest!” he says softly as he reaches the 

amount of money.  Finishes and checks his decoding. Reads 

the completed order silently: 

My Lord; 

Captain Joshua Rick has knowledge of a possible 

mission to strike at Napoleon’s Spanish occupation forces. 

After careful consideration of his proposal and the usual 

vetting of his sources, we believe the mission to be feasible. 

We have learned of the exact whereabouts of a large 

sum of money destined for Joseph Bonaparte, in Spain. 

According to our sources, five million francs in gold 

Napoleons are at this moment on board a French frigate, La 

Clorinde. She is expected to make San Sebastian by the 17th 

instant. The chests are under the command of a French 

Army officer, Commandant Coignart, who will billet at the 

Santa Maria Inn and depart for Vittorio on the morning of 

the 18th instant. 

You are herewith ordered to capture the military 

chests. The usual rules of Prize Money will apply, with 

Captain Rick returning with the Admiral’s share. 

Your most humble servant, 

Thomas passes the order to James with a wide-eyed 

look of wonder. A predatory gleam or greed unmasked 

shining in his eyes, maybe both. 
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James reads the order.  Reaches the amount of 

money: “Jesus, Mary and Joseph!” he exclaims. Snaps his 

head up to look at Thomas. Looks down and reads the 

remainder of the order. He places the parchment carefully 

on the table. Gazes at me for what seems a long time.  

I try to project a calm demeanour and serious 

expression. James's eyes bore into me. Almost hypnotic, it 

feels like he’s probing my secrets with the drill bits of his 

disbelief. Eventually, he turns to look at Thomas. 

 “Doctor Guthrie, speak freely please,” says Thomas. 

 “My Lord,” James says slowly, “although we do 

need answers to our questions, it appears that these orders 

are genuine. An opportunity to strike that tyrant a severe 

blow.” 

“Aye. It adds, does it not? He knew the correct 

signal. Our names. Recognized the ship. The order is in the 

correct cipher. It is in Mulgrave’s hand. It must be official.” 

He turns and looks at me. “Captain Rick. Before we go into 

action, we must have the answers to our questions.” 

James nods. I breathe out slowly, smile slightly and 

nod. I made the same stipulation to Cassius. But we have 

now reached the moral pivot point. Cassius ordered me to 

answer their questions with yet more carefully constructed 
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lies. To claim state secret and need to know if it gets messy. 

And like most of Cassius’ plots, it would probably work. 

But I wanted the truth and Cassius sweated me for 

twenty months before telling me about the real mission. I 

want to start this part of the mission on the level. I admire 

these men, respect them. 

I nod again. “My Lord and Doctor. I fully understand 

your need to know. Without this knowledge, it will be 

difficult to gain your trust. May I ask you, however, to 

suspend your request until such time as we can be sure we 

are entirely alone. That there will be no one, not even the 

sentry at the door, to overhear our conversation.” 

Thomas and James shake their heads. Thomas’ hands 

ball into fists and he leans forward, pressing on the table 

and turning his knuckles white. His eyes harden to a glare. 

“As a Captain in the Navy, you must know that we would 

have to wait an eternity to gain that state of privacy in a 

man-of-war.” 

James backs away from me and says, “Why? What 

could you have to say that is so secret? The crew has seen 

you. Sailors all – they will participate in this mission. Why 

the secrecy?” 

“Doctor Guthrie, My Lord,” I say. “I will answer 

your questions. Upon my honour, sirs, my explanation will 
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convince you of the need for secrecy. When you hear it, if 

you are not both fully satisfied, my Lord and Doctor, you 

may run me through with a sword and throw me overboard.” 

They glance at each other and then back at me. I add, “You 

are both seasoned officers of war, sirs. Information is 

strategic. What I have to tell you cannot be shared with your 

crew or anyone else.” 

Again they look at each other and then me. “My 

Lord and Doctor. I was hoping we could leave Impérieuse in 

one of her boats. A little distance away from her, beyond 

earshot, I will answer any question you pose. But before we 

do that, my Lord. Do you believe the mission to be feasible?  

My Admiral’s orders were clear on this: if you wish to 

decline this mission for any reason, I was to return to my 

little boat and you were to continue on to Plymouth. My 

ship will collect me when you are hull down to avoid her 

being seen by you or your crew.” 

The two men stand still. Sizing me up. Thomas says, 

“We don’t know enough yet to comment on the mission’s 

feasibility. Share the plan of attack, Captain Rick. Before 

we take that boat ride.” 

“Aye, my Lord. The chests will arrive in San 

Sebastian on La Clorinde tomorrow. We felt that Impérieuse 

would be able to take her, before she makes the harbour. Her 
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exact time of arrival is unknown. We believe that the chests 

will spend tomorrow and the night of the seventeenth at the 

Santa Maria Inn. Can we reach San Sebastian by tomorrow 

afternoon, My Lord?” 

They again study me for a time. Thomas shrugs and 

rereads the order. Says, “What strength is La Clorinde?” 

“She mounts twenty-eight 18 pounders; sixteen 32 

pound carronades and two 9 pound carronades, my Lord. 

She usually carries a crew of two hundred and fifty men. Of 

these, forty are marines. But for this mission, an additional 

forty-one men have supplemented her crew. Handpicked 

soldiers from Napoleon’s Imperial Young Guard, my Lord.” 

“And what is your plan of attack?” 

“Do you have a chart of the French coast, the area 

from Brest to San Sebastian just inside the Spanish border?” 

Thomas strides to starboard, opens a locker and 

rummages through to pull a chart. Hands it to me. 

“Thank you, my Lord. Do you believe it possible for 

Impérieuse to intercept La Clorinde… here, just outside San 

Sebastian, at 45.12 degrees north, 018.004 degrees east, by 

no later than late-afternoon tomorrow?” 

Thomas examines the chart and nods slowly. “It is 

possible, but it will of course depend on the weather she and 

we encounter along the way. Impérieuse is not at her best 
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sailing large. In this wind she will do little more than four 

knots. The earliest we can expect to reach San Sebastian 

will be at four bells in the afternoon.” 

 “I hope that will do, my Lord.” I say. 

 He looks up from the chart to stare directly into my 

eyes. “That position,” he says, tapping the chart with his 

forefinger, “is within range of the shore-mounted battery. 

What was La Clorinde’s port of departure?” 

“Honfleur, my Lord. I do not know if she took a 

short cut across the bay or hugged the shoreline to gain the 

battery’s protection.” 

Thomas returns his gaze to the chart, “If she is 

within range of the shore battery or we miss her and she is 

in port when we get there, do you have an alternate plan?” 

“I do, my Lord.” 

 Once again he fixes me with his eyes. “Share it with 

us.” 

“My Lord and Doctor,” I say, looking from one to 

the other, “I have two alternate plans. Plan B suggests we 

ambush the chests enroute from San Sebastian to Vittorio. 

They take the road along the coast before heading north up 

the mountain. There is a sheltered anchorage in a bay a few 

kilometres before the turn off. We could anchor Impérieuse 

and go ashore to set up in advance of their arrival. The road 
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runs close to the shoreline there and it will be a short haul to 

carry the gold aboard.” 

Thomas and James gaze at each other for a while, 

almost as if they’re reading each other’s minds. James 

shakes his head and turns to me with a frown. “What is your 

source? Where does such accurate information come from 

concerning routes yet to be travelled?” 

“Again, Doctor Guthrie, I will answer that, but can 

only do so on the boat ride.” 

James scowls. Thomas says, gazing at me. “And plan 

C?” 

I nod reluctantly. “Once again my Lord, I must beg 

your indulgence until we take that boat ride. I give you my 

word, both of you, that I will answer all your questions.” 

 Thomas and James stare at me for seconds. They 

glance at each other and then they both nod. Thomas says, 

“Wait here Captain Rick.” He motions for James to 

accompany him. He opens the door and James closes it 

behind him, leaving me on my own in the cabin. 

So far so good, but there’s no sense of relief. The 

explanation they demand is an unbelievable tale and my 

proofs may not convince them.  

Impérieuse rasps and squeaks, her wooden planking 

in constant motion as she rolls on the swells. Water slaps 
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against her sides and an occasional soft footfall of hessian 

boots sounds on the deck above. 

I’m sitting on the locker at the stern gallery. Beams 

of sunlit dust motes wash the cabin gold. It’s like sitting in a 

huge, glowing wooden barrel. The bulkheads’ oaken hoops 

curve out of the fir-planked sole at my feet, bend upward 

and outwards, and then round and inwards to support the 

teak deck above. A heavy smell of polish and varnish. And 

my sweat.  

I glide my hand over the locker’s lid, feeling the 

smooth grain, admiring its visible pattern of a long life. My 

offer of running me through hangs. I look across at 

Thomas’s sword swinging slowly on its peg. A heavy 

cavalry sabre, the straight scabbard about three feet long. 

Unadorned black hilt, a half disc-guard and single 

knucklebow. A serviceable weapon for a strong, confident 

man. 

What could they be doing? Leaving me on my own 

makes no sense. If they suspect of me being a spy, why seat 

me in the one place on board which has information? Maybe 

they’re observing me from a peephole. I try to relax and 

close my eyes. Breathe slowly. The bell rings out a quick 

double chime. 

!55



!56



Chapter	7	

June 15, 1813 

North Atlantic Ocean  
111 miles SW of  
San Sebastian, Spain. 

1303 hours. 

A few minutes later, Doctor Guthrie opens the door. I 

stand and smile. He nods, smiles and walks toward me. 

“Forgive me, Captain Rick. We have been neglecting our 

duty as hosts. Would you care for some refreshment? A 

sherry perhaps, or a dish of tea? Some nourishment?” 

“A glass of water would be appreciated, Doctor. 

Thank you kindly,” I say.  

James relays the order to the sentry, adding a glass of 

sherry for himself. 
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I stand near the table, looking around the cabin, 

conscious of James’ scrutiny. I’d like to know what Thomas 

is doing and know not to ask, and so we stand, absorbing 

the sounds of the ship, not speaking. 

The sentry knocks on the door. James opens it and 

takes the tray from the steward, who mutters, “Water, fer 

Christ’s sake! And in a glass, for all love! Who in fuck 

orders water aboard a man-a-war?”   

I smile inwardly realizing that this must be Kipper. 

James takes the tray and hands me a pottery dish of 

dark liquid. He lifts his glass of sherry and says, “To a 

successful mission.” We clink our drinks and sip. I cough 

and spit the water back into the dish. James looks at me 

severely. 

“I do beg your pardon, Doctor Guthrie. Most 

humbling experience – I assure you there is nothing the 

matter with me. Or the water. Most refreshing. Simply went 

down the wrong way.” I stammer this out remembering that 

this water has been in a tar-lined oak barrel for several 

months. 

“Forgive me asking such an impertinent question of a 

guest,” says James, “but how is that you appear so healthy? 

How long have you been in that tiny boat?” 
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“A little more than four hours, sir,” I say. “Bit-by-Bit 

is ten miles away, over the horizon.” 

“But still,” he says frowning, almost talking to 

himself: “such bright eyes, such skin vitality, such athletic 

grace. You are extremely fit, one can actually see that.” 

“Kind sir, part of your answer lies in what I have to 

tell you about how I found you. I realize this must be a large 

question in your mind, calling my credibility into 

question….” 

I trail off as Thomas enters the room. “Captain 

Rick,” he says. “We will take that boat ride now. Follow 

me.” 

Thomas leads the way back on deck, I follow and 

James brings up the rear. Under the quarterdeck, across the 

deck to the starboard side. The ship’s cutter floats below us 

on the sea. A rope ladder hangs from the rail to the boat. 

James and I descend, Thomas follows. We all make it dry 

into the boat. Thomas and I man the oars and we pull away 

from the frigate. We row facing aft, looking at James 

manning the tiller. Behind him, Impérieuse slowly reduces 

in size as we gain distance. The sun is a few degrees west of 

its zenith and James’ nose casts a beak-like shadow curving 

down his throat. He’s looking at the compass in its binnacle, 
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lifting his eyes to study me, glancing at Thomas and 

returning his gaze to the compass. 

I feel more and more like a rabbit in his gaze as I 

contemplate my answers to their questions. After a time, 

Thomas says, “This is far enough. We will have your 

explanation. Now, sir.” 

“My Lord, would a loud sound not carry this 

distance?” I say, pointing towards Impérieuse. 

“I am weary of these postponements, Captain Rick. 

Just what is it that you have to tell us?” 

“My Lord. The tale I have to tell requires me to show 

you some… devices. Objects that you will not have seen 

before, one of which makes a loud sound. As these devices 

are secret and meant to be kept secret, I wish to row until 

we cannot be seen by your lookouts, or heard by them. I 

give you my word, my Lord and Doctor, I mean you no 

harm. I can also promise you that you will be astonished at 

what I have to show you. And knowing what I do about you, 

my Lord and Doctor, I assure you that you will find all I 

have to show and tell of the highest interest.” 

His grim look softens. I carry on. “If I may suggest, 

my Lord. We row two miles further. I will talk for a short 

while and then show you the first object. If you wish to 

return to your ship at any stage after that, we will simply 
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row back and you can throw me into my little boat and sail 

off. Or, if you feel I have needlessly wasted your time, you 

may run me through with your sword. All you have to lose 

is perhaps an additional hour or two, on top of that already 

gone by.” 

He smiles grimly. “You do have a way of laying out 

a proposition, Captain. It sounds intriguing. What say you, 

Doctor?” 

“In for a penny, in for a pound, my Lord. It would be 

indescribably poor manners not to hear the man out.” 

We row again.  When Impérieuse’s masts tip the edge 

of our horizon, three miles off, I lay the oar to rest. Thomas 

does the same. 

I begin with my rehearsed speech. “I cannot tell you 

gentlemen how much pleasure it gives me to see you both 

this afternoon. I will now try to answer your questions as 

succinctly as I can, but I must warn you, much of what I 

have to say will seem impossible. Indeed you may yet think 

of me as a wizard, for I can do things beyond your ken.” 

Slight smiles – humouring me. James shakes his 

head. I take a deep breath and say, “Until this moment, my 

Lord and Doctor, I have been following my Admiral’s 

orders to the letter. But now I am going to break orders and 

tell you the truth. For I cannot change your histories without 

!61



your permission. My Admiral believed that it didn’t matter, 

but I think it does.” 

“Alter our histories? Without our permission? How 

in Jupiter’s name would you do that?” says Thomas, staring 

at me. A gleam of anger lighting two red spots in his cheeks. 

A frown creases James’ forehead, his head tilts to one side 

and his eyes narrow. 

“Please, sirs.” I continue. “What I am about to tell 

you will be impossible to believe. You will think me insane 

and delusional. But I believe you have perceived me thus 

far, as a capable man armed with rational thought. Given 

that I know what I am to tell you will seem impossible, I 

have brought with me here in this canvas bag objects which 

I hope will convince you of the truth.” Reach behind me and 

slide bag #2 around to the front. 

“If I may,” I continue, “I would like to show you the 

contents. But to answer your question, my Lord, how would 

I change history? I have travelled back in time from the year 

2020 to seek your aid in doing just that. And by 

participating in this event, you too will be changing history. 

Including your own.” 
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Chapter	8	

June 15, 1813 

North Atlantic Ocean  
114 miles SW of  
San Sebastian, Spain. 

1330 hours. 

I'm on the edge of the thwart, gazing anxiously from 

Thomas to James and back again, waiting for an answer. 

The sun beats off the water. Still cloudless, a brilliant 

blue sky, deep blue water and I wish I’d worn my 

sunglasses. Haven’t sailed without any before and I’m 

dazzled. It’s hot and I’m sweating in my uniform coat. The 

sea laps against the cutter’s sides and the starboard oarlock 

creaks as we roll on the swells. A smell of vegetable matter 

heavily laced with salt rises from the sea in wafts. 
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James shakes his head and says, “Well you were 

correct. Captain Rick. We do not believe you. Although, 

strangely, your answers demonstrate a rational mind. My 

curiosity is aroused. What could you have in that bag, which 

could prove this radical theory of yours?” 

“Before I show these items, kind sirs, I must ask you 

the crucial question. Imagine if you can, for a moment, that 

I convince you that I speak the truth. Would you be willing 

to undertake this mission? You must realize, of course, that 

if I am telling the truth, the orders I showed you aboard 

Impérieuse were forged. Lord Mulgrave has no knowledge 

of me, Bit-by-Bit or this mission. I do not exist in the Navy 

of your time. But the chests do. They are aboard La 

Clorinde as we speak, on their way to San Sebastian. The 

mission will be accomplished no later than the eighteenth of 

this month, three days from now. You and your crew will 

almost certainly be wealthier men by a great margin. We 

will have struck a critical blow at Napoleon. But if you 

chose not to participate in the mission, I would prefer not to 

show you these devices from the future. If you prefer to sail 

on to Plymouth, we should return to Impérieuse where you 

may decide what to do with me.” 

We sit for some time, staring across the sea to 

Impérieuse. The sea’s wet slaps on the hull and the creaking 
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oarlock the only sounds. Impérieuse’s mast-tips a small 

triangular silhouette against the indigo sky. Diminished in 

size and menace. But not her master. 

I peek at Thomas from under the brim of my hat. His 

first command, HMS Speedy, was a fourteen-gun brig armed 

with 4-pounder canons for a broadside weight of twenty-

eight pounds and a crew of fifty-eight men. Trying to 

impress upon his carpenter the need to install heavier guns, 

Thomas had once picked up three canonballs from the deck 

and stuffed them into the right pocket of his coat. Four more 

went into the left pocket and then he’d said, “I am now 

carrying the entire weight of our broadside, Chips. Do you 

get my drift?” The heavier guns proved impossible for her 

timbers to bear, but Speedy had captured, burned or driven 

ashore fifty-three ships in less than a year, all with her tiny 

guns and well-trained crew.  

I glance surreptitiously at James. His keen intellect is 

obvious, imparting a laser focus to his eyes at times. Quick, 

birdlike movements. Fast reflexes, probably very good with 

a sword. The two of them are fearsome foes and I sit here 

wondering what they’re thinking about. 

After what seems an eternity, James turns to me and 

says harshly, “You appear to understand us and our times 

sufficiently to know that lying to us means death by sword. 
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You are either brave and foolish, or honest and hoping to 

gain our trust. As I said, Captain Rick, an enigma.” 

Thomas shakes his head and growls. “The Jolly boat 

you used to fall in with us. It was clinker built in the French 

design of this time. How did you acquire it?” 

“I suppose you could say, my Lord, that I borrowed 

it from Boney while you were mounting a diversion fit for 

King George himself. At Aix Roads, sire, three nights ago. I 

waited till the last of your fire-crews returned through the 

remains of the boom, and then swam in and stole the boat.” 

“You? On your own? Swam? Good God, man. Your 

tale is impossible to believe.” 

“Yes, my Lord. As I said, it will be difficult to 

believe. But I did none of these feats without assistance. Not 

from people, but from machines. I understand, Lord 

Cochrane and Doctor Guthrie, that the past two hundred 

years has not led to great advancements in science. For 

example, take the state of a warship. Impérieuse, for all her 

grandeur, is basically the same vessel the Navy has been 

building since the sixteen hundreds. There have, of course, 

been refinements, but I believe you would agree with the 

statement, my Lord?” 

“It is an obvious statement, one hardly likely to raise 

contention.” 
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“Quite so, my Lord. But the world as you and the 

good Doctor know it is about to change. The members of 

your Royal Society and other eminent men around the world 

have launched a new era of science. As you already know, 

they have been discovering new sciences and naming and 

experimenting with new phenomena almost daily.” 

Both men nod. I’m on safe ground here: they are 

both members of the Royal Society. 

“Your father, my Lord, is credited with the 

development of tar, gas lighting, and several other concepts, 

not so?” 

Their mouths drop in surprise. I say, “History 

recorded all this. I studied your lives, my Lord and Doctor. 

But given what you know about your world of science 

today, it should not surprise you that the rate of 

development is about to increase dramatically. Within the 

next fifty years, for example, my Lord, your beautiful ship 

will be obsolete. Not worn out and old. Useless against her 

enemies, as new forms of guns will be invented soon, new 

forms of hull design and construction, new forms of 

propulsion and, were you to see Bit-by-Bit, it is doubtful 

that you would recognize her as a ship.” 

I stop to let them absorb it all. “And so, my Lord and 

Doctor.” I continue after some time, “I must ask again. If I 
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do manage to convince you with the objects in my bag, will 

you agree to participate in the mission?” 

“Captain Rick,” says James. “You do seem rational, 

and there is a strange logic to all you say. While what you 

tell us is obviously impossible, I find myself unable to fault 

your reasoning.” 

“Just so, good Doctor,” says Thomas, looking at me. 

“And if the man convinces us with his trinkets, we would be 

fools not to strike at Boney and make ourselves rich in the 

bargain. What say you to peering in the baggie?” 

James smiles. “You may proceed, Captain. In the 

remote possibility that you are telling the truth, we are 

agreed to accompany you.” 

I chuckle in delight and nod. We’ve reached the 

show and tell: my props. Open the canvas bag and say, “I 

am going to begin by showing you a knife. I pick this, as 

you are of course familiar with knives, but you will not have 

seen ones like these. These knives are designed for utility, 

not as weapons. But I urge you to take care handling the 

blades, for they are extremely sharp. And, yes, each knife 

has more than one blade.” 

I rummage in the bag. From under the brim of my 

hat, I see Thomas look at James who touches his hair, points 

to the sun and shakes his head. Thomas nods. 
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I hand a Swiss Army knife to each man. With a third, 

demonstrate how to open the blades and tools, and how to 

close them without cutting their fingers. 

They take their knives tentatively. Heft them, feeling 

the weight. Run their fingers over them. Smell them. Open 

the tools leaving each end bristling with sharp metal bits.  

“Have you ever seen the likes a this, Doctor?” cries 

Thomas, holding his knife up for a closer look. 

James, delicately feeling the handle, shakes his head 

and says, “I have not.” 

Thomas closes all of the tools leaving the main blade 

locked open. He grips the handle and rests the blade on the 

gunnel of the boat. Applies some pressure and the blade 

slices into the wood. He lifts the blade and brings it close. 

“Never have I beheld such fine steel, or such exquisite 

workmanship.” He closes the blade and opens the scissors. 

Tries it on his uniform coat and it snips off a corner. He 

looks from his coat to the piece lying in the bilge. Looks up 

at me, his mouth open. “Sweet Jesus,” he mutters, retrieving 

the snippet and placing it in his pocket, “Kipper will have 

the hide off me.” 

James looks up from his examination of the knife. 

“What manner of materials are these? How is it that I can 

feel no paint for the white cross? Or, for that matter, how is 
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it possible that these knives should be so precisely 

identical?” 

“By God, Doctor, look at this. Like peas in a pod,” 

says Thomas, comparing two knives. 

I say, “Your questions are valid, for you have never 

seen materials or workmanship like this. We call this 

Stainless Steel. It is resistant to rust and stronger than you 

might think.” 

I pause to calculate their cut-off points – my polite 

term for deathdates. Don’t know James’ but he appears to 

have outlived Thomas. Safe for this one. “Stainless steel 

will be invented about sixty years in your future. And this 

material is Plastic. It will be invented forty-nine years from 

now as something called Bakelite.” Two years after Thomas 

dies. “The technique called mass-production, a process 

whereby objects are made so precisely that their parts 

become interchangeable, will appear in Europe a few years 

hence. These knives are made by machine, almost unaided 

by humans. The differences between them undetectable by 

the measuring devices available now, for they are made to 

tolerances of less than one thousandth of an inch.” 

The two men turn the knives in their hands, gaze at 

different angles, comparing them. James licks the red handle 

and mutters something I don’t catch. Voices low, they 
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contrast the knives to blades they have used and known. 

Thomas pulls his knife from its sheath. Holds it and a 

modern knife in each hand and compares their weight. 

Eventually, both men fold the tools into the handles and 

hand them back to me. 

“I would dearly love to give these to you gentlemen 

as gifts,” I say,  “but I am afraid that that is not allowed. 

You could not use them with anyone else present, and were 

someone to find them, it would cause a paradox in the 

Space-Time Continuum.” 

They shake their heads, leaning forward, mouths 

slightly parted. I lean in. “But I promised you, that if I had 

not surprised you with my first object, we would return to 

Impérieuse. Would you like to stop now, sirs?” 

“No,” they both say together. We all laugh and 

Thomas says, “I would pay money to see the next object.” 
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Chapter	9	

June 15, 1813 

North Atlantic Ocean  
114 miles SW of  
San Sebastian, Spain. 

1350 hours. 

I extract a zip-lock bag from the canvas pouch. My 

first two objects chosen for reliability. No electronics to be 

stymied by the sea, no batteries to run down at the wrong 

moment. I demonstrate how to seal the bag. How it can be 

made airtight or filled with water, sealed and emptied at 

will. They try the bag with seawater and air, again 

conversing quietly. 
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James turns to me with a pensive frown. “Although I 

do not believe that you could travel here from the future, 

these devices of yours do seem impossible. Are we to 

assume, that you knew where we were through history?” 

“What in history would record our position so 

precisely?” says Thomas. Then, he slaps his palm on his leg. 

“Our Log.” 

“Precisely, my Lord. The noonday sighting – it is not 

a coincidence I appeared in your path at noon. May I 

commend you on your excellent navigation? But now, just 

to ensure that you are convinced, allow me….” 

I say this producing three more objects from the bag: 

two white plastic boxes about four inches square with a 

matte black grille on one side, and an iPhone. I ask James to 

exchange places with me so that they are both facing aft. Set 

the speakers down on the aft thwart, turn them on and aim 

them at my hosts. “Gentlemen, are you familiar with 

Haydn’s String Quartet, opus 76 in B Flat Major?” 

They regard me in surprise and then nod in unison. I 

continue, “I beg you, dear sirs; do not be alarmed at what 

you will now hear. To you it will seem that I have magically 

shrunk four gifted musicians and their perfectly tuned 

instruments into these devices. But I do assure you I am no 
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wizard, I am merely equipped with twenty-first century 

technology.”  

Ignoring their puzzled expressions, I pick up the 

phone and click the home button. The screen glows into life 

revealing the photo of Bit-by-Bit taken at sunset with a dark 

sea and pink sky, the boat awash in red and gold. The two 

men stare at the image eyes wide in astonishment. I thumb 

the fingerprint lock, check Bluetooth has established 

connection, select the music icon and hit play. The opening 

notes of the quartet sound softly and the violin takes flight. 

Both men leap to their feet. James stumbles against 

the side. Thomas reaches out a hand to prevent him falling 

overboard, and they scan around the horizon. Thomas feels 

for his sword at his waist, forgetting that it’s hanging in his 

cabin. I hit pause. 

“I most sincerely apologize, my Lord and Doctor,” I 

say. “I did not realize the shock this would give you. As I 

said, there really is no cause for alarm. If you would seat 

yourselves again, I will restart the concert. Just try to 

imagine that you are seated in a music room on land, about 

to be entertained by four talented musicians.” 

They look around uncertainly and sit. They stare at 

the phone and speakers, lips a thin line, eyebrows slanted 

and heads inclined downward. They glance at each other 
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and nod. I reset the music to the beginning and hit play. 

They initially rear back, but after a pause, they register the 

continued existence of the world around them and listen 

spellbound. The quartet’s notes soar and swoop against the 

background of the sea lapping softly on the cutter’s sides. 

The final note dies. Thomas and James sit silent for some 

time.  

Thomas turns from his contemplation of the sea. His 

eyes slowly lose their enraptured gleam. "That was truly the 

most gifted quartet I have ever heard. Such dexterity and 

such magnificent passion; a virtuoso performance indeed." 

He looks across to James who smiles and nods and 

both men turn to me. I say, "I'm sure you are in the right of 

it Lord Cochran. In my time the competition to record such 

music," I break off as the two frown, "record is a term we 

use meaning to capture the music and enable it to be played 

back at will. Like we just did. The competition amongst 

musicians to record their work in my time is high. And with 

a population of more than seven billion people…" again I 

break off at their expressions of amazement, "yes, I believe 

there are seven times as many of us in the twenty-first 

century as there are now. But given the size of the pool from 

which the competing musicians are drawn, the fact that such 

talent emerges is not surprising." 
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James stares at me aghast. "Seven billion people? 

Where do they live, what do they eat, how do you feed 

them?”  

I think for a moment, formulating a response, but he 

says, "No, don't answer that for I fear we are straying off 

course. I agree with Lord Cochrane. That was indeed the 

most talented quartet I have heard. Such precision and such 

a deep understanding, a rare combination in one player, let 

alone four." 

He pauses for a while, contemplating me with a 

slight smile. And then he says. “Captain Rick. You are 

correct. You did astonish us, just as you predicted. I do not 

comprehend how you can have done this so effortlessly, 

accomplishing impossible feats before our eyes. You do 

indeed appear to be a wizard. And that perhaps, is how I 

shall explain this to myself. An illusion. And yet….” He 

breaks off to look at Thomas. 

“Aye, Doctor,” says Thomas, looking at me, shaking 

his head slowly, his forehead creased. “Aye… and yet. 

These devices of his are tangible. We have touched them 

and heard them for ourselves. My coat is indeed cut. You 

and I have conversed in our usual ways, we are not in 

dreamland. The man’s eye and handshake reflect a good 

heart and passion. He seems, does he not, to project an 
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honesty beyond that of a cheap parlour trick. And what 

would be its purpose, in any event?” 

I break in before James can answer. “Lord Cochrane 

and Doctor Guthrie. I think that is the most pertinent 

question. What would I gain by such subterfuge?” 

They look at each other, back to me and shrug but 

say nothing. I continue, “I was hoping I might convince 

you, without having to resort to my last option, for I fear it 

may bring consequences of its own.” 

James, puzzled, yet with a gleam in his eyes, says, 

“Captain Rick, you have aroused our curiosity once again. I 

know I speak for both of us when I say that we are tempted 

to believe. But traveling in time is not possible. Although, 

neither is playing music of any kind from a few small 

boxes, let alone with such talent. But if your last option is 

more of the same, how are we to assume that it is not simply 

another magical flight of fantasy?” 

“A good question, Doctor. And I have no answer. 

Except to say that the knives, the plastic bags, the music, 

they are all examples of the technology of my time…” 

Thomas raises his eyebrows and James shrugs. “Is this a 

word you are familiar with, technology? The development 

of tools. Devices to overcome human limitations. To give us 

fingers of steel for example, or to enable us to see in the 
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dark. And my ship is perhaps the ultimate expression of that 

technology. She may even represent a way for our modern 

world to save itself from its own short-sightedness. The ship 

is a large object: sixty-five feet long, thirty wide and ninety 

feet tall. And I see the height of her mast surprises you, my 

Lord. Indeed, she will astonish both of you, for we have but 

scratched the surface of what will be developed during the 

next two hundred years. But it will, good Doctor, be yet 

more of the same. For I cannot demonstrate time travel to 

you today. She only transits through time at one location on 

earth. To meet you here today, I and my First Lieutenant, 

who is still aboard, have sailed from the position 32˚ 

degrees south and 175˚ degrees west, off the coat of 

Queensland, Australia. Between Fiji and the place you know 

of today as Botany Bay.” 

Both men gasp. “Good God, man,” says Thomas. 

“But that’s more than thirteen thousand miles. Two people? 

That is not possible….” 

His voice fades as he realizes he’s calling me a liar. I 

smile and nod. “My Lord, you are of course correct. For a 

man of your time such a voyage would be impossible. 

Captain Bligh’s voyage of four thousand miles, in the 

twenty-six-foot ship’s launch after the mutiny, remains one 
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of the most brilliant seafaring feats. But…. Am I correct in 

assuming that you do require further proof?” 

“Aye, Captain Rick,” says Thomas and James nods. 
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Chapter	10	

June 15, 1813 

North Atlantic Ocean  
114 miles SW of  
San Sebastian, Spain. 

1425 hours. 

I’d hoped to avoid this. Don’t want Ses involved in 

live action. She wanted to come with this morning posing as 

a midshipman. She’s not easily dissuaded from a chosen 

course of action, and we’d exchanged heated words. She’d 

relented only when I pointed out she'd have to use the 

crews’ heads for the duration of the mission and could she 

imagine their reaction when she dropped her drawers? 

Literally a low blow, but then a man uses anything available 

in the name of love. 
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And then there's the whole concept of exposing 

Thomas and James to more of our modern technology than I 

already have. But that's just it about moral stands: bend 

them a tiny bit in any direction and they become unstable 

perches on slippery slopes. My calculated guess is that they 

won't be able to influence the course of technology unduly 

because the materials and sciences needed to re-create what 

they see will not be available in their lifetimes. But 

Thomas's father is a scientist. Thomas invented barbed wire, 

smoke screens and chemical warfare. And the exploding 

ships, the floating bombs, he used so successfully at Aix 

Roads. It runs in the family. And it's obvious that James has 

a scientific, analytical mind. Where there’s a will there’s a 

way, especially when driven by GLG. We’ll have to discuss 

this before we get in too deep. 

I gaze across the sea to where the tips of 

Impérieuse’s masts prick the horizon. “My Lord, if we are to 

see Bit-by-Bit, we must sail or row further away from your 

ship and crew. I cannot risk the men seeing her. They might 

be induced to open fire on her. They would do severe 

damage, for she cannot withstand canon-fire.” 

“It would seem we must sail, then,” he says. “The 

crew will await our return. Let us rig the cutter.” 
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Thomas hoists the main and I attend to the jib. 

Thomas takes the helm, James the midships thwart and I sit 

in the bow, facing aft. Thomas looks at me and says, 

“Where away?” 

“If you would please steer the same course you were 

this morning, my Lord, in Impérieuse: two-hundred-and-

twenty degrees. Nineteen and a half points, southeast.” 

Thomas gazes at me for a few seconds, a slight smile 

playing across his lips. Consults the compass, adjusts the 

tiller and trims the main sheet. He looks at James, “You 

know, it’s an uncanny thing he does, is it not? For he is 

correct to the half point.” 

The mainsail fills, and the cutter lists a few degrees 

to larboard. I release the jib’s sheet and trim the sail into a 

flat curve. Secure the sheet to the cleat. The wind 

accelerates across my nose as I face to larboard and savour 

the smell of the sea. The cutter’s wake tinkles along her 

sides. I turn to face Thomas and James as Impérieuse’s 

masts disappear behind them. A line of white bubbles marks 

our trail across the dark blue sea. My line of interference 

stitched in blue and white. Quickly fading evidence of 

Captain Rick’s existence in 1813. 

HMS Impérieuse’s original log resides in modern 

times in the Greenwich Maritime Museum’s stacks. The 
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very log Lieutenant Brown recorded the ship’s position in, a 

short time ago. There’s a digital version on Bit-by-Bit. If 

Thomas is surprised that I knew the course he was steering, 

just what’s in store for him over the horizon? 

Toffler's Future Shock described the impact of 

technology on people in the 80s, aimed at making it easier 

for them to cope with the pace of change. But his readers 

had lived through the development curve. What will Bit-by-

Bit do to these two men? She'll probably behave herself, but 

her impact will be massive. For James and Thomas, cooking 

begins with a team grinding salt from a rock while others 

gather firewood. Not one aspect of their lives today is lived 

in the same way on board our boat. Doc Fourdee would be 

appalled. Perhaps it's just as well then, that I can do this one 

bit at a time. 

I reach into canvas bag #2 and take out the watch. 

Show it to them and say, “Unless I give my Lieutenant or 

Bit-by-Bit instructions to the contrary, we will not intercept. 

They have been ordered to maintain a ten mile radius to this 

watch.” 

I allow both men to handle the watch. Feel its 

stainless steel bracelet and case, tap its gorilla-glass face. 

They gaze in wonder at the digital display’s changing 

numbers. 
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“The watch is worn on my wrist and allows me to 

communicate with Bit-by-Bit,” I say, fastening the bracelet. 

“Again, please do not be alarmed when she speaks to me via 

this little portion here. It is the same technology used to 

play the Haydn. But before I speak to Bit-by-Bit, I must 

inform my First Lieutenant of what we are about to do. And 

that brings me to a concept I must introduce. Till now, we 

have talked only of my time’s technology. Now I must tell 

you some of what has happened to the status of women. My 

First Lieutenant, who is a serving officer in Her Majesty’s 

Navy… pardon me, my Lord and Doctor.” 

Their heads snaps up and their eyes blink open. 

I continue, “My First Lieutenant is a woman.” 

James’s face takes on a rosy glow of indignation. 

“You will not tell me, for all love, that women are pressed 

into service in the Navy?” 

“No, sir.” I say. “Not forced. Purely voluntary, as 

was my own enlistment. Now, if I may, I will contact the 

ship.” 

I press the mic button on the watch. “BeeBee, 

speaker mode.” 

“Aye, sir. Speaker mode.” 
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The two men stare at the watch and I realize that 

they think I’m talking to Ses. “Lieutenant Lorimer. Are you 

able to speak to me?” 

“Josh! How are you, luv? Where are you? Did you 

meet Thomas and James?” 

They shift uncomfortably on the thwart, avert their 

faces and colour rises up their necks. I say, keying the 

microphone so that Ses can hear, “Forgive her enthusiasm 

and familiarity, my Lord and Doctor. We come from a much 

less formal time than yours. She means no disrespect. And 

yes, we are in love and one day hope to marry, which 

perhaps explains her form of address to me.” 

Ses says, “My most sincere apologies, Captain Lord 

Cochrane and Doctor Guthrie. It is no excuse to say that I 

did not realize you would hear me, for in your time even 

thinking this way would be offensively familiar. My Captain 

is correct when he says I meant no disrespect.” 

Thomas nods and James says, “We remain to be 

convinced, Lieutenant, that the two of you are not a 

brilliantly conceived magical illusion. But for my part, what 

just happened lends a little weight to all you have said, 

Captain Rick. A meaningful conversation with a person not 

present. An unmarried couple, unchaperoned on a long 

voyage? Women in the Navy, forsooth!” 
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Thomas says, shaking his head, “Captain Rick. You 

said there was only one crewmember aboard. Who is this 

BeeBee we heard a moment ago?” 

“She is the boat, my Lord.” 

Both men’s eyes snap open and they inhale sharply.  

I say quickly, “I will, if you please, give you a little 

demonstration of her abilities, even at this distance. But one 

moment. Lieutenant Lorimer, we are about to have two 

guests. Please prepare for our arrival.” 

“Aye, aye, Captain. Brilliant! But - if I may ask, sir - 

do you have a suggestion as to what I should wear?” 

I look at Thomas and James, then speak into the 

watch, “I think everything they see aboard should be the 

real thing, so don’t wear your clothes from this period. 

Perhaps you could show them what a woman from the 

twenty-first century looks like. On the other hand…” 

imagining her in a bikini, “please remember their… well, 

I’m sure I don’t need to remind you of all people, of this.” I 

break off in confusion and say to Thomas and James, “She’s 

the historian, she will know about your….” Aground on a 

conversational shoal, I say, “BeeBee. Status report.” 

“Aye sir, Status report: All is well with me. 2 radar 

targets. The strongest signal, the watch. Range 10 miles. 

Heading 220˚. Speed 3 knots. The second target is 
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Impérieuse, heading 75˚, at 0 knots, range 13 miles. Local 

time is 14:35. My position 48.02˚ N, 005.01˚ E. Heading 

220˚ at 3 knots. Using wingsail only at 5% thrust. Water 

depth is 950 meters, wind northwest at 12 knots, apparent 

wind 8 knots, apparent wind angle 40˚, waves 8 feet, 

barometer 30 millibars of pressure and steady, sea 

temperature 28˚, air temperature 30˚, energy draw 5 amps, 

stack at 90%. Nav lights are off. Water and Diesel tanks are 

full. Holding tank is empty. Present orders are to remain 

hull down at a 10 miles radius from all shipping and the 

watch. Out.” 

“BeeBee,” I say. “Change course to intercept the 

watch as rapidly as possible. We are enroute to you. Carry 

on.” 

We listen as she relays the orders. Thomas sits, his 

mouth a tight line of concentration. When she’s finished, he 

asks, “How can a ship speak? What are motors? And all that 

knowledge of conditions, the depth of water here - can it be 

that deep? And how does she know where she is, let alone 

us, without it being noon?” 

“I will answer your questions, my Lord. But observe 

the watch for a moment.” Point to the dial. “She is, my 

Lord, a modern version of a fore-and-aft rigged sloop. To 

reach us she will be sailing downwind. She will use her 
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motors, her engines, for in this light wind she will be faster 

under power than running downwind. She has started her 

motors. Here, her speed, zero knots, and here, her heading. 

See, her course changes to forty degrees to intercept us. 

Now she accelerates towards us. See the distance between 

us decreases. And please excuse me referring to Bit-by-Bit 

as BeeBee, for she must know when I am addressing her 

versus anyone else. Also, please forgive me for thinking of 

her as a female.” 

I pause to read their reactions. James grins, “He,” he 

says, pointing at Thomas, “attributes female characteristics 

to his ships as a matter of course. There are times when I 

believe he thinks they are women.”  

Thomas merely nods, gazing at the knotmeter on the 

watch. It clicks to four, six, eight and rapidly accelerates to 

eighteen knots. 

“Judas Priest,” he says to James, pointing at the 

number. “If that number is real, she will be here within 

twenty minutes. And see the distance between us is 

decreasing, too.” 

I say, keying the mic. “BeeBee. State time to 

intercept watch and distance from interception point to 

Impérieuse.” 

!89



“Aye, sir. Time to intercept is 19 minutes 32 seconds. 

Impérieuse will be 10.3 miles from that point.” 

“BeeBee. Carry on,”  

We sit back in the cutter. James and I leaning against 

the topsides of the boat, our feet resting on a thwart. 

Thomas mans the tiller and mainsheet in the stern. It’s a 

comfortable ride and we all settle in our seats. I outline 

some of the technologies used to achieve BeeBee’s status 

report. 

Suddenly Thomas, the only one in the boat facing 

forwards, leaps to his feet. “God’s blood – hell and death. 

James, look at that….” His voice fades away. 

James stands and leans forward to place his left hand 

on the gunnel. He stares and then crosses his chest with his 

right hand. “God between us and Evil.” 

I twist around and watch my boat and Ses steaming, 

as rapidly as possible, to collect us. 

Smooth curves and flowing lines of dark-blue 

Kevlar, fibreglass, and black carbonfibre. Twin hulls 

connected by the thin-edged forward beam, her tapered 

nacelle and deck supporting the ninety-foot wingsail. Two 

v’ees of foaming water curving up from each knife-edged 

bow and racing aft along her sides. She looks like a giant 

bird flying low over the water, aimed at us. 
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The men stare at her foreheads creased, lips pursed. 

On the water, she’s obviously a boat. But one with no 

visible means of propulsion, somehow moving directly into 

the wind and more quickly than either man has ever sailed. 

My boats are extensions of me. All called Bit-by-Bit, 

each a bit better than her predecessor. Versions one through 

six small steps forward. But then Cassius bought me with 

his gold and told me in Bermuda to spare no expense. 

Paraphrasing Armstrong, VII could well be a giant leap for 

mankind’s self-sufficiency. 

BeeBee’s furled jib is curled around the forestay and 

runs from above the forward beam to ten feet below the 

masthead. Teak pulpits on the decks above each bow, 

favourite seats for Ses and I, flying above the water, 

watching the bows slice the sea at our feet. The wing 

centered amidships, generating additional thrust across its 

curved surfaces from her forward passage’s apparent wind. 

I’m wondering how to explain a vertical aeroplane wing 

producing thrust horizontally rather than vertically when 

Thomas breaks the silence. “She’s definitely not made of 

wood, is she?” 

James nods. “Aye – no trees in that vessel. If indeed 

a vessel she be. Such graceful curves, all seemingly 

sharpened, as if to cut the air and water. But why?” 

!91



“You are both correct, gentlemen. We call the 

materials used to build her composites, blends of artificial 

materials. More of the as yet in your future, man-made 

materials. Stronger than wood and even steel in some 

respects; light and rigid. Ideal for boats as they don’t rust. 

And yes, the leading edges are foil or blade shaped to do 

precisely what your intuition suggests, Doctor. To cut the air 

and water. Less resistance, do you see?” 

I hold my hand to the wind, at first palm to the wind 

blocking its flow and then turning it finger-edged to cut the 

wind. They both try it and nod as they feel the difference in 

forces on their hands. We lapse into silence again. The cut-

offs are all wrong: Impérieuse’s bow is still bull-nosed. 

These wooden warships need space around the foremast and 

bowsprit for the crews working them, and the nose’s thicker 

oak planking makes a more effective battering ram. 

Hydrodynamically shaped underwater hulls are still a few 

years hence, and unless Thomas acts on his new-found 

knowledge, an advance introduced by the American Navy.  

James and Thomas watch the future approach at 

eighteen knots. Their eyes dilated, mouths slightly parted. 

Expectant, relishing the approaching show. As Arthur C. 

Clarke said: Any sufficiently advanced technology is 

indistinguishable from magic. James, a moment ago, called 
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it a brilliantly conceived magical illusion. I don’t think they 

will find this peek into the future disconcerting. Toffler was 

on the right track, but it’s not the technology that shocks. 

Many of us love our tech at first sight: appliances saving 

time and effort  – bring them on. Digital devices 

entertaining, connecting and guiding us on the go – for 

Fuck’s sake, don’t take them away! We love the tech aimed 

at individual us, the stuff that enables our luxurious, well-

fed lives. It’s the industry shifts that split lives asunder. 

Printing presses, automated factories, autonomous vehicles, 

the relentless automation of at first artisans and now 

professions. Benefits enjoyed by all except those whose jobs 

vanish into the machine. The techshifted ones. No, these 

two men should be good: BeeBee may appear to be a giant 

illusion, but she shouldn’t distress them. 

I smile as Bit-by-Bit flies towards us. She’s coming 

to me because I called. Bows splitting feathered plumes of 

sea demonstrating her enthusiasm. My smile broadens as 

Ses appears and walks forward to stand on the trampoline 

between the bows. Until I met her, my boats were the only 

children I contemplated having.  

Ses stands with her feet on the net strung from the 

forward beam to the nacelle’s deck in front of the coach, 

suspended between the two hulls. The trampoline is lighter 
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than solid decking, drains instantly and its non-skid surface 

affords a safe shortcut from one bow to the other.  

 I say, “In the twenty-first century she is called a 

production catamaran. Catamaran meaning a two-hulled 

vessel, and production meaning that Bit-by-Bit is hull 

number forty-four from this shipyard. Her hulls and 

superstructure are standard but her rig and all of her systems 

were designed for this mission. She weighs much less than 

you may suppose, my Lord. Fully laden, her burden is sixty-

thousand pounds, thirty tons.” 

And then I chuckle. The two men look at me. “I 

apologize, gentlemen. The irony of it all just occurred to 

me. Bit-by-Bit was built by a French yard and we are going 

to use her to steal a fortune from their beloved Napoleon.” 

They smile and shake their heads. Ses bounces 

lightly across the tramp’s net from midships to the starboard 

forepeak in a sliding moonwalk of small steps and giant 

strides. Lands on the forepeak with a little bend of her knees 

and stands, balancing against the aft side of the pulpit seat. 

Casually leans outwards against the lifelines. The sun 

flashes on her blond hair. Usually in a ponytail at the back, 

her hair now hangs loose to her shoulders, strands blowing 

across her forehead and cheeks. She flicks her head up and 

to the right in a familiar gesture, using the wind to blow hair 
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from her eyes. I smile inwardly. I love that head flick; 

impatience recognizing impatience maybe, but seeing her 

need for clear vision as part of her resolve. 

 She wears a see-through evening gown with a slit up 

the side of her legs and a deep V-neck. With just this on 

she’d have shocked our guests silly, but she’s wearing a 

black, long-sleeved silk-blouse underneath it, unbuttoned 

modestly in front to reveal a little skin, and tight fitting 

pants of the same material cover her legs.  I haven’t seen 

her for six hours, but with Thomas and James influencing 

my perspective, it’s like seeing her for the first time. Fresh, 

with all the impact that she had on me two years ago when 

she collected me from Heathrow. I feel again the flash of 

joy and surge of fear she brings to my life. She rides the 

swell comfortably, the wind profiling the outfit against the 

curve of her hips and legs. The good Doctor and Thomas 

appear moved, too. 

Ses says, “BeeBee. Heave port-side to in forty 

seconds.” 

The boat slows and her twin wakes subside. Ses calls 

across, “If my attire offends, my Lord and Doctor, I would 

be delighted to change into something which would make 

you more comfortable.” 

I turn my head to hide my grin. 
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James says, “My Lady. If you are indeed a 

representative of your sex in the twenty-first century, I 

regret to say I was born too early.” 

“I second that, my Lady,” says Thomas. “Please 

remain as you are.” 

I say, “Doctor, if you will please wait until I give the 

word, you will find that the side of Bit-by-Bit is a small step 

up from the cutter. We are aiming at her larboard stern.” As 

his eyes sweep the entire boat, I add, “The left rear of the 

boat, Doctor, where the steps come all the way down to the 

sea.” 
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Chapter	11	

June 15, 1813 

North Atlantic Ocean  
120 miles SW of  
San Sebastian, Spain. 

1450 hours. 

Thomas steers the cutter neatly alongside. We douse 

the sails and position the polypropylene fenders Ses has set. 

I grab the stainless-steel rail curving down the outboard 

edge of the transom and hold the boats fast so James can 

step aboard. He walks up the steps. Standing in the cockpit 

about ten feet above us, he exclaims, “What a sensible 

design. I see the fault all these years has been the ships I 

have been asked, like Icarus himself, to ascend.”  
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Laughing, we follow him aboard. I introduce Thomas 

and James to Ses. She’s about an inch taller than James and 

her green eyes shine with an intensity that displays her 

interest in our new friends. She ushers them into the salon 

from the cockpit. They stop and stare around in wonder. 

I say, “BeeBee, meet our two guests. This is Captain 

Lord Thomas Cochrane and this is Doctor James Guthrie.” I 

point to each man in turn to enable Bit-by-Bit’s cameras and 

facial recognition software to associate their images with 

their names.  

Bit-by-Bit’s soft female voice, British accent, says, 

“It is indeed an honour to have 2 such distinguished guests 

on board.” 

Both Thomas and James gaze around uncertainly and 

then James says tentatively, “Thank you Bit-by-Bit, or 

perhaps I should say BeeBee?” 

He turns to look at me as Bit-by-Bit says, “Did you 

wish to say something Doctor Guthrie?” 

I say,  “BeeBee, Doctor Guthrie was just saying 

thank you for your greeting.” 

 “Doctor Guthrie you are most welcome, sir. Captain 

Lord Cochrane, sir. I have gigabytes of data about you in 

my memory banks. It is so nice to see your body. And if I 
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may, Captain Rick, I would like to add that I hope God will 

set a feather on their heads.” 

I say, “BeeBee, That is more than enough for now.” 

“Aye sir. Awaiting further orders.” 

 The two men look at each other, smile uncertainly, 

and shake their heads. James turns to me and asks, “How is 

it possible that a machine, forgive me for calling your 

magnificent ship a mechanical object, but how does a 

machine become intelligent?” 

 “She is not as intelligent as she sounds, Doctor. Her 

responses are driven by artificial intelligence. She has a 

limited understanding of sentences and their construction 

and interpretation. She is capable of learning as she 

becomes exposed to broader vocabularies and different 

cultural expressions. And from her experiences too; she 

doesn’t make the same mistake twice. She has access to so 

much information that she appears wise at times. And 

sometimes, she surprises me with things she says and does. 

Like you, Lord Cochrane, I too believe ships have souls. 

Easier to believe when she says the right thing.” We all nod 

as if it makes sense. 

Our guests examine their surroundings. We stand in a 

room larger than the great cabin on Impérieuse. The 

afternoon sun streams through the hatches. No hard angles 
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in the cabin’s arched roof, slightly convex deck, moulded 

fittings and furniture. Three U-shaped areas open toward us. 

Ahead is the inside-helm station. To port and forward, the 

couch almost encircles a table for ten. Aft of the couch, the 

companionway steps lead down to the port hull, and aft of 

this; the third U begins as a stainless bar counter and curves 

aft into the dark-blue Corian of the galley counter. A large 

sliding window provides access to the cockpit from the 

galley. 

I say, “We are taking a calculated risk showing you 

all this, gentlemen. One is not supposed to know anything 

about the future. But as you will not be able to replicate 

anything you see here for want of suitable materials and 

technology, you will not be able to influence the future 

unduly.” 

They both nod. We’ll deal with the impact on their 

heads later. 

Thomas stands upright in the centre of the cabin, but 

he is inches too tall near the edges and he ducks his head 

from side to side as he explores. He runs his hands over the 

Canadian maple lockers and drawers, strokes the deep-blue 

ultra-suede of the couch, and leans forward to test one of the 

cranks of an opening hatch with his hand. 
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I say, “You are correct, my Lord. Please do open the 

hatch and the one on either side of it. And I invite you both 

to explore, but for all of our safety, I must request that you 

ask either one of us before you operate anything. There are 

a few controls that could be your welcome to Wonderland, 

Alice. You may not be ready for that yet.” 

They frown uncertainly and Ses says, “Captain Rick, 

despite all of my teaching, is guilty of an anachronism.” She 

grins at me and continues. “His reference is to a book that 

will be written about fifty years from now. About a girl who 

lives in a dream world where anything can, and does, 

happen.”    

They nod and I attempt a wry smile. “If I may, my 

Lord and Doctor. I suggest we tie the cutter on and hoist its 

bow out of the water to allow us to sail a little closer to 

Impérieuse. I am conscious of time passing and, either way, 

if you do decide to participate or not, we should be closer to 

Impérieuse.” 

Thomas nods and says, “I will lend a hand. The 

cutter weighs more than a ton.” 

“It is not necessary, my Lord.” 

He shakes his head and follows me into the cockpit. I 

feed the cutter’s painter through the block at the end of the 

port davit, wind it around the winch, squeeze it between the 
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self-tailing jaws and press the button. The electric motor in 

the base of the winch hums. The pulleys in the block creak 

slightly and the painter stretches as it takes the load. Drops 

of water squeeze out. Thomas stares in amazement as the 

cutter’s bow rises slowly from the water. I secure the painter 

to a cleat. We return inside to find James and Ses in 

animated discussion. 

I wait for a lull. “Would you gentlemen prefer to 

watch Bit-by-Bit get underway? With the Lieutenant 

standing next to us, you may verify with your own eyes that 

she sails herself. A demonstration, if you will, my Lord, of 

how the two of us can sail from Australia to here in three 

months?” 

Thomas smiles, “I would not miss this for all the tea 

in China.” 

I lead the way to the cockpit and guide them forward 

over the seats onto the deck above the port hull. “Please 

remember, Doctor, one hand for you, one hand for the boat. 

And please both of you, do not grab the hydrogen 

generators, the shiny glass tubes on the coach top.”  

We walk forward holding the teak rail on the coach 

roof, our hands sliding on its polished surface below the 

black carbonfibre covers of the generators. The four glass 

cylinders sit on the corners of the roof. Their covers open to 
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the sunlight, the algae lining the spirals inside each cylinder 

converting it to hydrogen for Bit-by-Bit’s fuelcells. The 

covers protect the glass tubes and their spirals against 

breakage, and they eliminate glare when we need to reduce 

visibility.  

Thomas crosses the foredeck to stare at and touch the 

Kevlar and carbon-fibre wing rising from the deck. The 

variable camber panels form a flexible, jointed structure, 

enabling the wing to curve into a foil on either side, 

depending on the desired tack. 

Thomas says, “It seems as strong and rigid as steel.” 

He peers closely at it and says, “Och, aye. This is delightful. 

Do you see this, Doctor? The silvery sheen on its otherwise 

dull surface is imparted by a tiny Nelson Checker.”  

“If everyone will stand here on the port deck,” I say, 

moving to near the cockpit to ensure we are all out of the 

way.   

“BeeBee. Sail to seven miles off from Impérieuse.” 

Her voice issues from a speaker built into the coach-

roof: “Aye, sir. Sail to 7 miles from Impérieuse.” 

She revs her motors to point us towards Impérieuse 

invisible over the horizon. The wing whirrs and clacks as 

the panels expand to maximum area. The wingsail rotates to 

ninety degrees to starboard. The electric motors in its top 
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and bottom spars click, the gears mesh and the ninety-foot 

tall surface curves to catch the wind from astern. Bit-by-Bit 

unfurls the jib and sheets it into a wing-on-wing position to 

port. The boat accelerates. 

In answer to Thomas’s look, I say, “The concept of a 

rigid wingsail must be strange to you, sir. But in essence a 

sail is a sail. It’s curves produce thrust and this one is no 

different.” He nods at this, for although he has never heard 

the word aerodynamic, he understands how to trim his sails’ 

sheets and guys to maximise their thrust, even using fire-

hoses at times to wet them, to flatten them into tighter 

curves. 

I add, “The jib on the opposite side to the wing helps 

to balance her, to reduce the rudder angle needed to 

maintain course. She sails faster and on a more even keel.” 

Thomas nods. 

Bit-by-Bit says, “Sailing only, sir. Both motors off.” 

She gains speed and says. “Now sailing at 10 knots sir, 

maximum speed on this heading in the 12 knots of true wind 

available. Should I supplement with motors, sir?” 

“BeeBee. No. Report when you reach waypoint.” 

She relays the order and Thomas, gazing at the wake 

rushing between the sterns, cries, “Ain’t it capital?” He 

steadies James’s lurch with a hand on his shoulder. Thomas 
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turns to me. “The efficiency of this vessel astonishes me. 

Eighty-three percent of the wind speed downwind! And a rig 

she obviously handles all by herself. I can see how the two 

of you can sail such vast distances.” 

He breaks off to gaze at the wingsail for a moment 

and then turns to me. “But how do you reduce sail? What 

happens when it comes on to blow?” 

“The surface, as you just saw, my Lord, can be 

reduced. It may not have looked like much, but it is 

significant. And she turns the leading edge into the wind 

and flattens its sides to reduce drag and minimise thrust. We 

call it feathering. Lieutenant Lorimer and I rounded Cape 

Horn on our way here six weeks ago, in a seventy-five knot 

hurricane. Bit-by-Bit handled it easily, with us inside the 

salon. Watching.” 

He nods again and they both stand observing the 

wingsail as it trims slightly now and then, keeping us on an 

even keel. Ses says after a time. “Difficult as it is to believe, 

gentlemen, if we instructed her to return to Fiji, she would 

do so performing all her own navigation and boat handling. 

Captain Rick and I need merely take care of ourselves. And 

as you will see, we do so in comfort, style and safety. Well, 

perhaps he enjoys the style,” she breaks off, jerks her thumb 

at me and says looking at our guests with a slight smile, “for 
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I am often chief cook and bottle washer.” When she adds, 

“Sir,” and snaps her head to me, we all laugh. 
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Chapter	12	

June 15, 1813 

North Atlantic Ocean  
120 miles SW of  
San Sebastian, Spain. 

1450 hours. 

We return to the salon, give them a glass of wine, 

and I say, “My Lord and Doctor. Time passes. Might I press 

you for an opinion? Have we convinced you?” 

The two men look at one another for a moment. 

Again, I miss a signal between them before James speaks. 

“Captain Rick and Lieutenant Lorimer. We are inclined to 

believe, but traveling through time defies all that is known. 

And yet, so do your effortless demonstrations. Can you, for 
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example, outline how we, humans, arrived at one of these 

wonders? Tell us about electricity, perhaps.” 

I stare at the cabin sole wondering where to begin. 

Their world is iron-aged, coal driven and mostly built of 

wood. How to explain rocketship Technology launching 

now?  

I look at each in turn. “Are you familiar with the 

work of Alessandro Volta? The device he invented thirteen 

years ago in 1800?” 

They all nod and Thomas says, “Indeed. We were 

both fortunate to attend a demonstration at the Royal 

Society a few years ago.” 

I nod. “Volta’s device was the forerunner of what we 

call a battery. A chemical reaction producing electricity. Our 

modern world is battery-powered. Bit-by-Bit would not 

function were it not for hers, called fuelcells. But they all 

still use similar chemical reactions to the one which powers 

Volta’s Pile.”  

I continue with how the introduction of a safe, steady 

source of electricity changed everything. Scientists around 

the world easily recreate the Pile and begin experimenting 

with it in their own fields. Huge advances in chemistry and 

physics follow and our understanding of electricity deepens 

quickly. I outline their fellow Royal Society member 
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Michael Faraday’s work on magnetism and electrical 

generators. Skip forward to Tesla selling his patents to 

Westinghouse in 1893, leading to power stations, 

transmission grids and homes with a plug for every need. 

Thomas says, nodding, “It all seems to follow 

logically, does it not, Doctor? But time travel!” he says 

switching his gaze from James to me, “How does that that 

work?” 

“To be honest, my Lord, I do not know. Four months 

ago, I felt as you do, that our passage through time 

advanced one second at a time and was fixed in forwards. 

Indeed, Lieutenant Lorimer and I are the first two people to 

travel in time. I can show you the device that accomplishes 

this, but it will mean nothing to you. Here, at least let me 

show you its controls.” 

I switch on the diesel. Press the start button. It 

cranks over for a few seconds and then its throaty exhaust 

hammers into life. The deck beneath our feet vibrates and 

Thomas and James stare about warily. The fumes from its 

exhaust on starboard curl around and the smell of burnt oil 

wrinkles their noses. Ses and I ignore it. 

I try an explanation: “The sound you hear and the 

vibrations you feel are the generator, a device which 

producers electricity as I explained earlier, by rotating 
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magnets through magnetic fields. The time travel machine 

requires more power than the batteries can provide. The 

machine is the reason we have Diesel fuel on board. We do 

not use it for anything else.” I look at their blank 

expressions and shrug. 

Sit in the helmseat, swivel to face the starboard-side 

instruments and insert a key into the time-circuit control. 

Turn the key one click clockwise. A loud hum emits from 

the forward locker, the dials on the time circuits rotate and 

the one marked Today settles on June 15, 1813. Below that 

the time, 14:55. The dial for Destination displays zeroes and 

the power meter indicates a steady consumption of 20 amps. 

 I say, “The power circuits are warming up. When 

this light turns green they are ready.” 

A moment later, a green light in the centre of the 

controls illuminates. I lean forward and dial in 12:01 April 

8, 2020 into the Destination circuit.  “The time and date our 

Admiral expects us back. As you can see here, the key has 

four positions. This position is On. These 3 positions are 

Transit, Off and Diagnostics.” I place my hand on a lever 

and say, “To make doubly sure we mean to transit, the key 

must be in the Transit position and then we pull this lever 

down, like this, from the spring-loaded Test to Transit, and 

then press this red button.” 
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I allow the lever to flip back to Test, turn the key to 

Transit and press the button. The instrument lights dim as 

the load slows the generator briefly, a high-pitched whine 

issues from the forward locker. The power meter flicks to 

ten thousand watts and the green lights flash once.  

“If we had been at the time gate near Fiji, and of 

course with the lever in Transit, the green lights on the 

destination dials would now be flashing to indicate that we 

had arrived at the set date and time.” 

 It seems impossible to me now that the device 

accomplishes anything and I look at our guests anxiously 

awaiting their response. Everyone breathes out. I feel 

obliged to add, “I’m afraid it isn’t much of a demonstration. 

In fact even when it does transit through time the only effect 

one notices beyond what happened a few moments ago, is a 

blinding flash of light outside the salon. There is of course 

no easy way to determine the date and time in a patch of 

ocean near Fiji.” 

 Thomas and James look at each other, study Ses and 

me, and look around Bit-by-Bit. They wander aimlessly 

around the cabin touching and feeling the various surfaces. 

And then they stop and look at me. 

I say, “My Lord and Doctor. You may wish to step 

into the cockpit with your wine and discuss our mission 
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between yourselves. With the door slid into place, you may 

speak privately. Lieutenant Lorimer and I will not be able to 

overhear.” 

They take their glasses, walk into the cockpit and 

seat themselves at the table. I slide the door closed and Ses 

and I stand in the galley. We sip our wine and look through 

the Lexan sliding hatch to the cockpit, observing our guests’ 

reactions. They touch the fiberglass, stroke the steel of the 

Bimini frame and feel the Sunbrella of the seat cushions. 

James leans in to smell the blue fabric and shakes his head. 

Probably doesn’t smell like cotton, wool or canvas and its 

definitely not silk. They sit and talk quietly. 

 Ses moves her hand across the galley’s countertop 

and lays it over mine. She says, taking her eyes off Thomas 

and James to stare at me with a touch of anger.  “Why'd you 

turn the watch off, then, Josh? You could've at least let me 

know you'd sighted them. I was frantic!" 

I take her hand in mine and lead her to the couch. We 

both slide in to sit at the table with our backs facing 

forward, looking aft to see Thomas and James at the cockpit 

table. 

I say, “Sorry about that love.” I gaze into her 

emerald eyes. Seeing a care I thought was lost to me 

forever. I say, "There were many times when I wanted to 
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talk to you, Ses. To make sure our argument wasn’t our 

goodbyes. But given the odds of meeting them today were 

so high, I was trying to get into my role. Trying to become a 

nineteenth century Navy officer. I couldn't keep breaking 

out of it to talk to you." 

She studies me for moments. Says, “I suppose so,” 

and leans in to kiss me lightly. "You’re forgiven. And I’m 

bloody ecstatic that you’re a lousy liar, and that they didn’t 

believe you and you had to bring them back here!” She 

leans in to kiss me again and we hug. Pushes me away. 

“And yes – I would have regretted it forever if something 

had happened to you and that argument was our last words.” 

Another hug and kiss and she says, “It must've been 

really something to see her heave into sight. And to board!  

I can’t believe this is happening, it all seems real enough. I 

can't imagine what it must be like for them.” She inclines 

her head at Thomas and James. 

I nod. "Yeah. You should've seen their reaction when 

I played them the Haydn in the cutter.” I pause for a while 

and say softly,  “I think, each time they see something 

modern, that they’ll be whammed senseless. But they seem 

to take it all so calmly. Maybe it’s why James keeps saying 

it’s an illusion. It’s his way of making sense of it." 
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Ses nods gazing at the men sitting at the cockpit 

table, engaged in an earnest conversation. After a moment 

she turns to me. "They’re going to ask us soon why we’re 

doing this. We’ll need to answer the question once and for 

all.” 

 I nod and slide out from behind the table, get to my 

feet and cross to look into the cockpit from the galley. Say, 

without turning my head, “I told them the truth to allow 

them to make the call.” Turn to look at her and add, 

“Passing the buck, I know. The worst part about it is that 

Cassius is right. Were all in it for the money.” 

She nods, a frown creasing her forehead. She says, 

“Perhaps we are at that, although I would like to think we 

have better aims. Something more altruistic.” 

I nod and turn to the cockpit. Our guests raise their 

glasses and drink a toast. They stand and I slide the door 

open. Ses moves out from the table and stands. 

They enter the salon and Thomas, his eyes twinkling, 

says, “Astonishing as your tale is, we are inclined to believe 

you. The overwhelming weight of evidence is 

incontrovertible. But there is a question we must ask. And 

that is, why?” 

Ses and I exchange a glance. We nod. 
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Thomas continues, “Why do you do this? Because 

we suspect that the answer is not a short one, we suggest 

that we return to Impérieuse, and that we discuss the matter 

over dinner aboard enroute to San Sebastian. I believe you 

said that Bit-by-Bit is able to shadow us from a distance of 

ten miles? Aye. So that is our suggestion.” 

He breaks off to turn his blue eyes on Ses. “There 

remains the question of you, my Lady. For the two of us, 

Lieutenant is an impossible title to award you. We would be 

honoured to have your company aboard tonight, but dressed 

as you are, you would cause nothing less than a sensation 

amongst the crew.” 

“My Lord,” says Ses. “I have some clothes from this 

period. A dress suitable for a lady to wear to dinner. Also a 

midshipman’s uniform. Which do you think would be more 

appropriate?” 

“To disguise such beauty as a paltry mid would be a 

tragedy,” says James. 

I sit back and let the adventure roll on. There’s no 

stopping Ses now. She laughs, skips to the starboard 

companionway and disappears below to our hull, to change.  

I show them BeeBee’s computers and the sensors and 

cameras which enable her to sail herself.  Show them our 
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laptops, phones, readers. Switch them on, describe one or 

two functions and turn to Bit-by-Bit’s internal helm station. 

James, who’d been counting computers on his 

fingers says, “But if they are each more or less able to do 

what the other does, why twelve and more yet to come?” 

Thomas laughs, “Who ever heard a Captain refuse 

more able seamen?” 

I laugh and add, “An old sailor’s adage, Doctor: 

never put to sea with one of anything essential. There are 

two navigation computers, for example, always comparing 

results. Spares for them both in sealed cartons in case we’re 

hit by lightning. So yes, many hundreds in all if you count 

the instruments. But here, look at this, my Lord, for this one 

will appeal to you.” 

Touch the large screen in the centre of the helm 

station. It glows to life. A rectangle of dials, meters and 

numbers lines the edges. Each one reporting the state of its 

measured organ of BeeBee, her health at a glance and she’s 

good – no flashing reds.  

I say, “BeeBee. Internal Helm Display. Hide 

everything on screen, except for the local chart in a hundred 

and twenty mile radius around our current position. Group 

all navigational data here,” tap the screen, “and plot past 

track since getting underway and future course.” 
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She repeats the order and the status information 

disappears. The display zooms to a two-hulled, dark blue 

icon on a light blue sea. The Spanish coast across the north-

east corner. HMS Impérieuse a longer, black hull. Our past 

track in red, the green nearing the waypoint. 

With no internet access I can’t tap on the screen as I 

would usually do about now, and zoom into a street view of 

San Sebastian. Probably a good thing, though, as it would 

blow their minds. I turn to Thomas and James to read their 

reactions. 

They have both stepped back from the display, red 

spots in their cheeks, fists clenched and heads back. Eyes 

narrowed with a hint of something beyond anger. Maybe 

fear? 

Oh shit. I’ve just reduced Thomas’ hard earned 

navigational skills to a few pixels on a pane of glass. All his 

skill and talent in using a sextant to measure the sun’s angle 

(an art form on a pitching deck), refer to the appropriate 

tables in an almanac to determine latitude, and use the 

difference between the chronometer’s time (Greenwich 

noon) and local noon today (the sun’s zenith indicated by 

the sextant readings) to calculate longitude. All with a slide-

rule, log book, parallel ruler, protractor and dividers. And 

now, I’ve just techshifted that part of him into digital bits. 
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 Thomas says, “Of all the wonders you have shown 

us, Captain Rick, that is one I never wish to see in my time. 

It must surely spell the death of the navigator, not so?” 

 “Aye, my Lord. I apologise. I felt the security of a 

constantly plotted, accurate course would appeal to you. My 

thoughtless demonstration confronted you, as you said, with 

the death of navigators. This is the essence of our 

technology quandary – advances for some often mean slap-

downs for others. The Ying and Yang of progress. In modern 

times, the drivers of all forms of transport are about to be 

replaced by machines. Cabs and taxis, buses, trains, delivery 

vehicles, soon airplanes and ships. Millions of people 

suddenly confronted by the same realization you 

experienced a second ago. And we have not yet learned how 

to manage those displaced by such shifts.” 

They relax their postures as I speak but their faces 

retain hard edges around their jaws. I say, “And to return to 

your concern, my Lord. I stand before you as living 

refutation – I can, under duress, navigate as you do.” 

They step forward a little as I continue. “Electronics 

don’t enjoy sea air or wet places and so I taught myself how 

to navigate as a backup of last resort. We have on board two 

sextants, tables and all the paper charts we need. But there 

is one vital difference, my Lord, between the way you and I 
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navigate. I’m so rusty, it takes me twenty-four hours to 

calculate our position.” 

They smile and before either can respond Bit-by-Bit 

announces, “Captain Rick, sir. We are now 7 miles off HMS 

Impérieuse.”  

“BeeBee. Proceed to five miles off and then maintain 

position. Sailing mode, but be discreet. And BeeBee. 

Restore Internal Helm Display to default and put to sleep.” 

“Aye, sir. Sail to 5 miles from HMS Impérieuse. Will 

furl wing and jib, cover generators to minimise visibility 

and use motors at low revs if needed to maintain position. 

IHD restored to default and asleep. Out.” 
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Chapter	13	

June 15, 1813 

North Atlantic Ocean  
120 miles SW of  
San Sebastian, Spain. 

1545 hours. 

Ses’ head appears above the starboard 

companionway steps, the light a burnished gold in her hair, 

and all three of us stand. I almost applaud: her dress is red 

velvet with a tight bodice, cut low revealing the curving 

tops of her breasts. It’s gathered to her waist and hangs from 

there to the floor. What she called an Empire Style. Her skin 

glows, her cheeks their usual ivory tinged with red, the 

small scar on her right jaw and cheek a thin dark line. An 

accident on a rocking horse. Her fourth birthday gift from 
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her dad a few days before he shipped out with Operation 

Granby to Iraq. He was piloting a Royal Navy Westland 

Lynx helicopter a few days after her birthday when it was 

shot down by a surface-to-air missile. She touches the scar 

when she’s nervous or insecure. A brief tap, a physical 

reminder of dad. 

Ses stops at the top of the stairs and sets a leather 

bag down on the salon’s sole. Our clothes for a stay aboard 

Impérieuse I’m guessing. I have a few changes of 

underwear in one of the canvas bags still aboard Splinter, 

but Ses has probably packed a spare uniform for me along 

with her clothes and toiletries. 

James bows and smiles at Ses. “Changing your dress, 

my Lady, has, I’m delighted to say, only increased the 

sensation you will cause the crew.” He takes her hand and 

kisses it. 

We lock up BeeBee and lower the cutter’s bow to the 

sea, I pull her painter round to the starboard transom and 

hold her fast while everyone climbs aboard. 

The sun is a little more than two hours above the 

western rim as Thomas and I get the boat underway. James 

and Ses share the midships seat. Thomas’s looks about, 

sniffs the wind, and sets us on precisely the course 
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displayed by the watch, directly at Impérieuse invisible over 

the horizon. 

At the rate we’re sailing, it will take us two hours to 

reach Impérieuse. I realize just how tense I’ve been. Lift my 

legs to the thwart and lean back. Ses is clearly enjoying 

herself. She smiles, looks at them, examines the cutter in 

detail, looks at me, and begins again. 

I look at James, talking to Ses. It occurs to me that I 

know more about medical science than he does. Not 

anatomy. His surgical experience rivals the most 

overworked surgeon of our times. But he has no knowledge 

of bacteria or the connection between cleanliness and 

germs, although he does think diseases can be air-borne 

miasmas and contagions. On the other hand, the cure rate 

on-board His Majesty’s ships, at this time, is better than 

ninety percent, even for Syphilis which we treat with 

antibiotics. The sailors believe in their doctors: some basic 

herbs and pink and blue placebos and they recover. 

I keep thinking back to James’ words we will solve 

the riddle that is you, Sir. It is merely a question of time. I 

didn’t run out of it and we have now entered the new zone. 

Time to talk about the power of thought. 

Slide my feet off the thwart to the cutter’s sole and 

sit up. The movement attracts my shipmates’ attention. “My 
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Lord and Doctor. By convincing you that we have travelled 

back in time to change history,” include Ses with a wave of 

my hand, “the changes have already begun. By showing you 

technology from the twenty-first century, we are causing 

distortions in what will happen in your lives. We must ask 

you to consider all that you have seen, and will yet see of 

our technology, as a secret between the two of you. And 

especially, to not employ any of the ideas or techniques 

which you may glean from us, in your everyday lives after 

we leave you.” 

Both men slowly look at Ses and then me and then 

each other, their expressions grim. James says, “Captain 

Rick. Your request makes perfect sense. But complying with 

it, I fear, will not be easy.” 

“Aye,” says Thomas looking worried. “I believe it 

will be well-nigh impossible. I do, however, give you my 

word to make the attempt.” 

“To try is all we can do,” says James. “Perhaps by 

monitoring each other’s behaviour, we may prevent 

inadvertent errors.” 

Thomas nods and we sail on. Ses, Thomas and James 

engage in a lively conversation and I once again lean back 

on the thwart and rest my head on the gunnel. Following 

along with the words, but content to watch Ses interacting 
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with the two people she knows more about than they do 

themselves. Impérieuse’s forecourse peeks above the edge 

of the sea, and later her masts. Her hull heaves into sight. I 

remove the watch and stow it in Ses’ bag. We tie up and 

hook on to the larboard side. Thomas orders a Bosun’s chair 

rigged for Ses. 

The plank lowers down the side. Ses seats herself, 

clutches the ropes at her sides, and they hoist. The crew, 

observing her female form, break into an earnest 

conversation which is quickly silenced by a loud hail. 

“Silence on deck.” 

Ses rises up the topsides and disappears over the 

taffrail. James, Thomas and I climb the rope ladder. I reach 

the quarterdeck as dusk descends and stand next to Ses. 

She’s breathing quickly, her face flushed, her breasts 

swelling the dress, drawing the crew’s undivided attention. 

Her nose wrinkles as she takes in the smell of the ship and 

three hundred unwashed men. The men stare in surprise – 

bob their heads, raise their knuckles to their foreheads and 

smile widely. Ses smiles at them, and nods and I touch my 

hat. We head aft behind the wheel into Thomas’s cabin.  

“Pass the word for Kipper,” Thomas orders the 

sentry at the door, “toasted cheese for four and dinner. And 

tell him to look alive, we are sharp set.” 
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Thomas and James show us into the cabin. Seat us on 

the stern gallery’s locker, and excuse themselves. Thomas to 

attend to his ship, James presumably to dress for dinner. 

Ses’ eyes sweep the cabin. “I’m going to explode 

right here. Right on this Danish Fir. Lord fuck a duck - it 

can’t be happening but it is.” 

I’m about to reply when the Bosun’s pipe screeches. 

Feet pound on the quarterdeck overhead as men rush to 

climb the mizzen. 

“They’re making sail,” I say. Silence for a moment, 

then a bang as canvas falls and a crack as it’s sheeted home. 

Impérieuse heels, and water sings along her side. 

Ses carries on breathlessly. “Thomas and James and 

this ship. Totally brilliant! I thought I knew the two of them, 

but the facts don’t reveal their personalities. I had to tread 

carefully to avoid telling them about their future. They’re so 

approachable. I thought they’d be more formal, more 

reserved. But they seem happy to talk about anything.” 

“Yeah. Although I suspect you being a beautiful 

woman makes them more willing conversationalists.” 

She punches my arm, but smiles. I add, “They didn’t 

seem that friendly toward me, earlier. Especially when 

Thomas compared the forged orders with a note Mulgrave 

had written to him.” 
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“He did that?” She says, her mouth wide in surprise. 

“That must have been tense.” 

“I forgot to breathe and all the time James was 

standing next to Thomas’ sword, telling me if I was a spy 

they would run me through. But your man was as good as 

you said he was, love. Passed the test with flying colours.” 

“Wow. I should have remembered he’d still have the 

First Sea Lord’s note. The summons he received, requesting 

his presence at the Admiralty to discuss his plan for Aix 

Roads, right?” 

I nod and then touch her arm. Say, “I know what you 

meant about keeping today’s date in mind. Thomas asked 

me in the cutter, before I switched the watch on, where I’d 

acquired Splinter from. When I mentioned Aix Roads he 

went quiet. I had to stop myself from saying what happens 

next. If he’s pissed off now, how’s he going to feel in two 

years when he’s discharged from the Navy because of it and 

what happens next?” 

Ses nods pensively. “Yes. I wanted to tell him to 

enjoy the victory. He probably thinks the same thoughts 

about Admiral Gambier as we think about Admiral Edward 

Clayton Stoke.” 

She breaks off for a moment and then says. 

“Speaking of the devil, do you think he’s discovered that 
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I’m not back in Pompey, at PNRC? He’ll guess that I’m 

here with you, you know.” 

“He will only if we don’t get back one minute after 

we left. If he’d thought you could be aboard on Transit-Day 

he’d have searched Bit-by-Bit himself before I left dock.” 

She nods and we return to looking around Thomas’ 

cabin. Impérieuse is the first warship I've been on that’s 

armed, ready and prepared for battle at any moment. The 

huge pieces of timber and the vibrating presence of the ship 

remind me how small a cog Ses and I are in this complex 

thrumming machine.  

It’s a little warm in here, but I doubt I’m allowed to 

remove my coat.  Contemplate opening one of the stern 

gallery panes. Ses seems comfortable – it’s me in a jacket. 

Never understood the need. Never took to authority and 

jackets smack of it. 

My fingers touch the wooden locker we’re seated on. 

The shipwrights who build these ships believe that money 

actually grows on trees. The Royal Navy pays a premium 

for the straight, tall and sturdy trees, from the heart of the 

forest. Impérieuse is built of Danish Fir because England’s 

forests have shrunk alarmingly by this time. No problem, 

we’ll just take it from the colonies. It’s what GLG does – 

enables you to simultaneously hold two conflicting beliefs. 
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One for lining the back pocket, one for fending off 

conscience. The Easter Islanders and these shipwrights are 

living proof of Darwin at work for they are now extinct. But 

we’re still hacking a trail through the undergrowth, aren’t 

we? 

My fingers glide over the locker lid in a soft ripple. 

The ridged annular rings slight rounded bumps over softer 

fibres worn hollow by endless polishing. The ship is a 

palpable presence: a slumbering giant, her wake a tiny 

vibrating pulse beneath my feet, the stern chasers creaking 

like ragged breaths and the bulkhead groaning against the 

partition an occasional snore. And tomorrow, she’ll wake to 

become a raging Athena, the goddess of war and wisdom. 

Some believe that Athena means sharp: her razor-edged 

weapons and honed intellect combining to produce an 

invincible foe. With Thomas and James the mind and 

Impérieuse the weapon, maybe we, too, will be victorious.  

Or maybe we’ll just end-up as players in a Greek Tragedy’s 

final act. 

And then Ses touches my hand. She looks around the 

cabin, leans in closer and whispers. “The bit that amazes me 

most is their belief in a person’s word. You told them to sit 

in the cockpit and discuss the mission without fear of being 

overheard. We could have switched on the mics and listened 
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in, but they believed you because you looked them in the 

eye and said so. These guys shake hands with their enemies, 

give them back their swords if they were courageous, accept 

their parole and turn them loose tethered only by their 

word.” 

“Hard to believe.” I say. We used to shake hands on 

deals, too. Look a person in the eye and evaluate the 

firmness of his grip. Our five senses unused now to develop 

the sixth for trust. Today we sign deals with poorly rendered 

facsimiles of our signatures from computers somewhere on 

the internet.  

“Yeah.” I say. “It’s that march of progress thing 

again. The two edged-sword. The bigger the physical 

distance separating signers of a deal, the less trustworthy 

the parties tend to be after the bits settle in the database.” 

She shakes her head and waves a wand dismissively. 

“No time for you're digital senses lament, luv. Enough 

dancing around the edges. What are we going to say about 

why we’re here?” 
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Chapter	14	

June 15, 1813 

North Atlantic Ocean  
109 miles SW of  
San Sebastian, Spain. 

1755 hours. 

We look at each other’s pensive frowns. I say, “I 

can’t think of anything better than the ideas we’ve been 

floating ever since we realized that Doc Fourdee’s machine 

works and we really are here in 1813.” 

We’ve been talking about our plans since leaving Fiji 

after the transit. I’m going to use Bit-by-Bit to showcase a 

sustainable approach to life and Ses wants to start a school 

for parenting, 
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She nods slowly and then adds, “But what we’re 

going to do if we make it back is only a piece of it, ain’t it? 

They’ll want to know what we’re doing here in the first 

place. I mean why interfere in history at all; and if there is a 

valid reason, why this event? Why not assassinate 

Napoleon’s mother or him at birth? That would be a bigger 

nudge, wouldn’t it?” 

 “That’s easy, it’s what Cassius told me when I asked 

him the same question. This is a small event on history’s 

timeline. Any changes we make here will be obvious to us 

in the future, making it easier to determine the impact. 

Before we tackle changing something like bumping off 

Bony which would affect all of Europe, and thus the whole 

world.” 

I pause and carry on, “My reason for being here, is to 

make this small first nudge before we swerve the world off 

its fossil fuel diet somehow, and switch it to a less carbon 

filled track. That’s my goal, but we need some practice first. 

And some money to live on while we do it.” 

She nods, her right eyebrow raised in thought. “But 

we have to cover a great deal of ground, to make our plans 

seem worthwhile or even necessary.” 

“Yeah. Give them the summary you prepared for me 

and we’ll be good.” 
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She snaps her head and glares at me. “What? Why 

me? You know it by heart!” 

“Ses. You’ll deliver it much better than I will. I’ll be 

saying it by rote, you’re the teacher. Teach them like you 

taught me. Not the kissing bits, mind. The facts ma’am, just 

the facts.” 

She looks at me uncertainty, and I say. “Now, 

Lieutenant Lorimer, lets check on Bit-by-Bit.” Take the 

watch from her bag, reduce the volume to a whisper, and 

key the microphone. “BeeBee. Status report.” 

We both lean in to hear and I sneak a quick kiss on 

her cheek. 

“Aye sir. Status report: All is well with me. 1 radar 

target, the watch aboard Impérieuse: Range 10 miles; 

Heading 105˚, Speed 4.7 knots. Local time is 1830. My 

position 48.22˚ north, 04.56˚ east. Heading 105˚ at 4.7 

knots. Water depth is 1330 meters, wind northwest at 10 

knots, apparent wind 8 knots, apparent wind angle 120˚, 

waves 8 feet, barometer 30 millibars of pressure and steady, 

sea temperature 27˚, air temperature 29˚, energy draw 4 

amps, stack at 95%. Using sail only at 35% thrust. Nav 

lights are off. Water tanks are full. Diesel tank at 99.98 

percent. Holding tank is empty. Present orders are to remain 
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within 10 miles of watch and hull-down from all shipping. 

Out.” 

“Why, with so little wind, does she have her sails set 

for only thirty-five percent thrust?” asks Ses. 

“She’s matching Impérieuse’s speed. BeeBee. Carry 

on. Out.” 

“She is right where we want her to be,” Ses says. 

“That boat is bloody brilliant. And so are you.” 

We hug and break for a rap on the door. In response 

to our call, Kipper and his assistant enter. “Pardon me, me 

lady. Sir. We’ve come to set the table fer dinner.” 

“Carry on, Kipper,” I say, “we would not interfere 

with such an important task.” 

Kipper raises his right-hand and touches his knuckles 

to his forehead in salute. He turns his attention to the table. 

Mutters, “Bloody pigsty as usual,” and shakes his head. Sets 

the folded tablecloth he’s carrying delicately over the back 

of a chair and gathers up the offending objects. Crosses to 

the desk, tugs the drawer open and hurls the parchment in. 

Chucks the codebook in. Knees the drawer closed with a 

bang. Straightens the inkwell and quill. Nudges the quill to 

align its edge with the desk. Eyes it and his lips twitch as he 

savours his moment of triumph over another of life’s 

Sisyphean tasks. 
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Spins around and strides to the table. Lifts the 

tablecloth, snaps it out like a matador’s cape and floats it 

onto the table. Aligns its edges within a thread and steps 

back. The assistant places a silver salver in the centre and 

unloads silverware, glasses, decanters and china plates. 

Kipper lays out each setting. Four forks on the left, 

four knives on the right, three spoons across the top, all of 

different sizes and shapes, all spaced and aligned with naval 

precision. Three glasses of increasing size at each side of 

the spoons - a safe bet that none will contain water – and a 

plate on each side. A large silver server in the middle 

completes the setting. Kipper stands back, inspects it, and 

moves to the next. 

In all the rehearsals for this dinner aboard, I was the 

only modern sailor. Ses here with me is uncharted territory. 

She’ll be on board if we go into action tomorrow. I look 

away, to the stern gallery. The low sun is now invisible 

behind the larboard side. The hull’s shadow on starboard 

turns the sea dark red. Astern, the sky smoulders, a fiery 

sea-sky scar across the horizon and the water seems alight. 

My face tightens and my mouth compresses. We’re sailing 

towards the Spanish coast. Impérieuse and La Clorinde. 

Two warships. Both burning hulks soon? 
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Turn and look at Ses. She’s surreptitiously observing 

Kipper. She smiles slightly now and then, as Kipper’s antics 

amuse, and she leans comfortably back on the centre 

column of the stern gallery’s frame. This is her favourite 

period in history and she’s clearly excited. I squeeze her 

hand and she looks at me. The smile fades. “What’s up, 

Captain?” She says softly, squeezing my hand in return. 

Her voice, her hand in mine and her perception of 

my unease lighten my mood. I smile. “It's nothing, really, 

Just thinking about…” wave at her, me and the cabin. She 

nods and squeezes my hand again. 

 The table now well and truly laid, the two men light 

the lamps on the cabin walls. They bow and close the door 

behind them. 

I study the table: an armada of decanters, glasses and 

cutlery. Just have to remember Ses’ line. I’d been distracted 

during her lesson on dinner etiquette and she’d repeated her 

explanation twice with the same poor results. She’d turned 

from the table and snapped, it’s a lot like sex, Josh. You start 

on the outside and work your way in. We’d been student and 

teacher for almost a year by then, and our love affair began 

shortly after that. And here we are. Maybe it is better to go 

together than survive losing the other. 
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James and Thomas return. Thomas now wears his 

full dress uniform. The sun rays stream through the glass 

panes behind us and glint on the gold bullion of his 

epaulets. James has donned his doctor's blue uniform coat. 

Two unadorned epaulettes, three buttons and no rank 

insignia. His hessian boots reach his knees. 

They offer Ses their hands and she stands and is led 

to the table. Almost as an afterthought, they invite me to 

join them.  

Kipper enters with a bottle of pale amber liquid in 

one hand, the other holding a bucket of water with a bottle 

in it.  He places the bucket on Thomas’ left and, beginning 

with Ses, pours some of the pale liquid into the smallest 

glass on her right side. He moves clockwise to pour for 

Thomas, then me, then James. Touches his knuckle to his 

head, bows to Ses and leaves with an almost inaudible, “A 

bleedin pleasure I’m sure.” 

We drink the King’s health, both of us remembering 

to do so sitting, for many ships are not tall enough between 

decks to allow standing upright. Thomas says, “Doctor 

Guthrie and I are agog with questions. I have posted two 

sentries a distance from the door. Provided we speak quietly, 

and provided there are no more magical quartets up your 
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sleeve, we can be reasonably sure of not being overheard. 

So, Lady Lorimer and Captain Rick, may we begin?” 

I look at Ses, who smiles at all three of us. I say, “It 

would give us great pleasure to answer whatever you wish, 

my Lord and good Doctor. Fire away.” 

Thomas looks at James and says, “Go ahead, Doctor. 

For the moment I am happy to attend.” 

James turns to me. “Captain Rick. If I may, I would 

like to return to something you said in the cutter. That Bit-

by-Bit might represent a way for your modern world to save 

itself from its own short-sightedness. It implies we are 

headed for a disaster. Could I ask what you meant?” 

“Of course, James…. Oh, I do beg your pardon, 

Doctor Guthrie. I have fallen into the same familiarity trap 

that my lady was victim to, earlier. In our time, people often 

address each other by their given names immediately on 

being introduced. We have read and studied both of you so 

carefully over the past months, that I feel we have known 

you for a long time.” 

Thomas and James look down red-faced. I’d like to 

tell Thomas that history speaks highly of him, but refrain. 

Who knows what his story will be after we’ve meddled with 

it? 
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I continue on, “I will answer that question, Doctor 

Guthrie. But for you to understand much of what we say, we 

felt you would need a short course on world history and its 

major events. Ses has produced a summary for you, of what 

happens to the world between now and 2020. To give us a 

foundation for details on specific subjects – such as how 

Bit-by-Bit can potentially save the world. Yes?” 

They nod and lift their glasses. We clink. I nod at Ses 

who looks at me, smiles tentatively, turns to face our hosts 

and takes a deep breath. “As you know, in the early 

sixteenth century, reform movements within the Catholic 

Church led to religious freedoms. Freedom is infectious and 

it spread rapidly beyond religion. The American Declaration 

of Independence was published in 1776. In 1787, the 

Society for the Abolition of slavery was founded in 

England; the French Revolution followed two years later. A 

hundred years from now, all the western world’s citizens 

will live in democracies and many will have become land-

owners with a degree of comfort in their lives.” 

She stops for a moment to gauge their reactions. 

Thomas sits silent, almost grim. This probably doesn’t sit 

well with a Scottish Lord. But James, after some time, nods. 

“Sure. It is the way of grand thoughts: they fly free and 

blossom. Athens was ruled by an elected senate, so too was 

!139



Rome. Their people seemed prosperous, despite having too 

many Gods to please. If what you said about the 

competition for musicians applies to politicians in your 

time, your governments must be highly efficient and 

effective.” 

Ses snorts. “Forgive me, Doctor Guthrie. The idea 

surprised me. But to be fair, in some ways they are, and in 

some ways they aren’t. Politics in our time is no longer a 

noble profession. It pays poorly. Large bureaucracies stifle 

people and our most capable and creative citizens don’t 

contemplate public service. And yet computers – I believe I 

heard Josh explaining them earlier?” 

They nod and she continues, “Computers help to 

make even large bureaucracies operate efficiently. And 

sometimes with a precise, ruthless persistence.” 

She stops to sip her wine without explanation. Big 

Brother obviously peering over her shoulder. We all drink. 

“As for elections,” she continues, “in democracies, members 

of parliament are in theory nominated and voted for fairly. 

But being elected requires money, marketing skills, and the 

ability to lie convincingly. As someone once said, people get 

the government they deserve.” 

James smiles grimly, “So de Maistre was right in 

1811 and he’s still correct in 2020?” 
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Ses says, “Yes. Every form of government is corrupt 

to some degree. Because, as Josh keeps reminding me, 

Greed Lust and Gluttony, GLG as he calls it, is the base part 

of all humans. Right, luv?” 

I nod. “Maybe saints can control the Seven Deadly 

Sins, but for us mere mortals, the curse of GLG rules and it 

has since Eve introduced it. In all of history, when did those 

in charge not, at some point, abuse their power? Plus les 

changes, plus le même chose: not so?”  

Thomas nods. “Aye. I have had the displeasure of 

dealing with such officials myself, elected or otherwise. So 

it would seem nothing has changed then? Your are still ruled 

by a corrupt bunch of incompetents?” 

Ses and I shrug. I look at Thomas and say, “I 

sometimes feel like the crew on a ship about to founder. 

May as well break open the stores and get blind drunk. 

Enjoy a fine wine on the ride to hell in a handbasket.” 

The two men glance at me uneasily and Ses says, 

“Forgive his language, please, my Lord and Doctor. It is yet 

another of our customs versus yours. My lady friends and I 

often use language would make a sailor blush.” 

The two men lower their eyes and Thomas shakes his 

head slightly. We sip from our glasses and sit silently. I’m 

thinking about not going back through the time gate, just 
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live on in this time. This is when we invent Power and 

launch the good ship tech. When we start delving into atoms 

and go for a walk on the moon. When we learn to demolish, 

terraform and genetically alter anything that displeases us. 

And here we are in the twenty-first century -  masters of the 

universe, our technology capable of anything we set our 

minds to. Except dealing with the people it techshifts into 

poverty and depression. 

Maybe we could live here, Ses and me. Our share of 

the gold a Monte Cristo’s treasure, elevating us to Count 

and Countess. Steal ashore and play in history. Observers, 

floating in and out. 

Love, technology, our whole world  – seems 

anything worthwhile balances on a two-edged sword.  
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Chapter	15	

June 15, 1813 

North Atlantic Ocean  
92 nautical miles SW  
of San Sebastian, Spain. 

1900 hours. 

I look around the cabin. The white tablecloth, 

silverware and our glasses of sherry gleam softly in the 

lamplight. Night’s drawn a curtain across the stern-gallery 

and the cabin feels cosy and warm. All around us the 

comforting creak of Impérieuse’s gentle roll as she reels off 

the miles. A slight smell of pitch and a scent of endlessly 

polished fir. The heady odour of toasted cheese wafts in. 

I empty my glass and James fills everyone’s glass in 

turn. We raise our glasses and drink. 
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Kipper raps on the door. “Yer toasted cheese, yer 

‘onours.” 

“Come,” calls Thomas. Kipper enters, muttering, 

“Cheese fer four… with a snap o’ the fingers…. How in hell 

am I s’posed to rustle up cheese enough?” 

His insolence is an art. His voice carries just enough 

to convey hints, but as he never mentions names or looks at 

anyone, it’s more humour than malice. He slouches to the 

table and places the tray in its exact centre. His back to 

Thomas, he leans over to move James’s knife a fraction to 

the left. 

“Kipper,” says Thomas, sternly, “Rouse out six 

bottles of the best wine. The oh-two Languedoc.” 

Kipper’s back straightens till he stands rigidly 

upright. He whirls to face Thomas, but his reply freezes on 

his lips as he beholds Thomas’s glaring eye. “Aye, aye, me 

Lord,” he says. Bows his head and turns to leave. 

“Kipper,” says Ses, and then, “forgive me, Lord 

Cochrane. Would you mind if I asked Kipper just what this 

dish is, that he has placed before us?” 

Thomas smiles and nods. Kipper stands looking at 

us.  
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“Well, Kipper,” Thomas says with asperity. “Tell 

Lady Lorimer what you do, to make us your toasted 

cheese.”  

“Aye, aye me Lord. I, well…. Which I start by 

toasting the bread. A little. Jess nuff te brown it. Then, when 

we can bloody get it, ah pardon me, me lady. I takes some 

aged cheddar, cuts em inta thick slices, d’ya see?” nudging 

one with his finger. “I sprinkle em with ale, usually me own 

damn ration, and then ah lays them on the bread. I puts it all 

on a pipkin and into the fire ’til the cheese bubbles. Ya ’av 

to wait ’till them’s this golden-brown colour. Then I rushes 

em here so ’is Lordship and the good Doctor can get it ’ot. 

Afore it ’ardens like the Rock of bloody Gib.” 

“And of course, Kipper,” says Ses, smiling, “I see 

you cut off the crusts.” 

“In course, me Lady. Eating a crust ain’t sivilised. If 

yer ask me….” 

“That will be all, Kipper,” says Thomas. Kipper 

mutters me Lord, bows to us all, flashes a quick smile at Ses 

and leaves. 

We eat hungrily and Thomas says, “Pray continue 

with your excellent summary, Lady Lorimer.” 

“Very well, my Lord.” She pauses to regain her 

place. “The march towards religious and personal freedom 
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spurned intellectual freedom, too. If you could but glance 

forward these next two hundred years, you would see that 

people begin a search for the truth about our bodies, minds, 

and world.” 

She stops speaking and touches my arm. I nod and 

pick up the story. “We now believe we know our place in 

the universe, about our sun, the stars and planets and earth 

and how it, and we, came to be here. We have also learned 

about tiny, invisible to our naked eyes, atoms: the building 

blocks of everything. Are either of you, sirs, familiar with 

the word atom?” 

Thomas shakes his head but James says, “I have read 

of the theory in the work of Epicurus.” In response to my 

raised eyebrow, he adds, “The Greek. He lived around 400 

BC.” 

I stare at him, amazed. “But he would never have 

been able to prove… no matter, did he get it right? That all 

matter, everything we see around us, is made from atoms 

which combine into groups called molecules, to form the 

substance before us.” 

James nods, “I do not recall the word molecules, but 

yes, we all, and everything around us consists of atoms.” He 

and Thomas lean forward in their chairs, arms on the table, 

their eyes alight with interest. 
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I highlight the great medical, scientific and 

technological feats we achieve over the next two hundred 

years. Touch on how physicists unlock the secrets of the 

atom.  

Ses picks up with world history, covers the first and 

second world wars and the United States dropping an atomic 

bomb on Hiroshima on August 6th 1945. She breaks off as 

the men bolt upright in their chairs. Their faces pale, their 

eyes opened in horror. They stare at each other and us 

alternately, shaking their heads, mouths tight, postures rigid. 

Ses says, "I'm afraid it gets worse." She outlines 

genocide, religious wars, terrorism and then describes 

pollution and climate change. As she talks, Thomas and 

James slowly sink into their chairs, their backs bending, 

their heads drooping, their arms folded across their chests. 

Ses stops and we gaze at our hosts with concern. Their faces 

are pale and gaunt, their breathing ragged. Ses and I look at 

each other, slowly shake our heads, look down at the 

tablecloth and sit quietly. 

What have we wrought?  I stare unseeingly at the 

tabletop for moments. And then slowly the white linen and 

glowing silverware come into focus. Civilization’s veneers: 

the spit and polish we acquired as we rose off our knuckles, 

walked upright and learned to fly. I lean back in my chair, 
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close my eyes and sip wine. And all the while, our wake 

hisses by; water sucked in and spewed out, stealing progress 

from the sea ahead and dumping it behind in a spreading 

stain. I feel cold and goosebumps rise on my arms. Shake 

my head and look up. The lamps cast our images on the 

cabin’s walls, flickering hand-shadows of crooked heads on 

twisted necks. 

Thomas puts his hands on the edge of the table, 

pushes himself away and shakes his head. Clears his throat. 

“It hardly seems appropriate to think of food at this time, 

but if we don’t begin dinner soon, cook will hurl it 

overboard in disgust.” He calls out loudly. “Sentry! Pass the 

word for Kipper and our dinner.” 

“Aye, aye, my Lord. Kipper for dinner.” 

Ses and I smile but it seems too weak, or perhaps too 

old a joke, to raise a smile from our hosts. A moment later 

there is a crash of cutlery outside, and Kipper says, his 

voice pinched in anger, “You Goddamned slack-arsed, 

spalpeen sod! Drunk as a Gosport fiddler fer Christ’s sake. 

An’ dinner ain’t even begun.”  

The door opens and he stands swaying, splashes of 

soup on his jacket, his eyes red and his cheeks flushed. 

Thomas turns to face Kipper and says icily, “You 

villainous rapparee! I ordered you to bring the best bottles 
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for our guests, not to swag one for yourself. Sentry. Put this 

man in his hammock. Pass the word for his assistant to take 

over dinner. Kipper, I tolerate a great deal. But I will not 

have you drunk on duty again. Do you hear me?”  

Kipper hangs his head in shame, places the tray of 

soup bowls unsteadily on the table, whispers me Lord, and 

leaves. Thomas mops up and apologizes. Ses assures him 

that we are comfortable and begs him for mercy on Kipper’s 

behalf.  

Embarrassed, Thomas yanks the bottle from the 

bucket. Pours wine into the second glass on our right all 

round and sits, returning the bottle to the bucket. We raise 

our glasses in an unspoken toast to an uncertain future. The 

wine is cool in my hand and I sniff a bouquet of pears and 

melons. We sip and savour its icy green apple tingle: a crisp 

sweet and sour alcoholic kick. I take a bigger sip. We lower 

our drinks. 

Thomas and James stare blankly at the tabletop. Ses 

glances at me and I shrug and touch her hand on the table. 

We’re both worried about these guys. All very well saying 

they can’t impact the future much, but the knowledge of 

where humans hang two hundred years from now, balancing 

on the edge of a multi-fragmented cliff, seems a heavy 

weight to unload on them. Maybe Cassius was right about 
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lying to them. Protect them from all this. The gold seems 

too cheap: as sensei said, what price a conscience? 

The ship’s familiar creaks and rolling motion remind 

me that life continues. I lift my glass of wine. Pale yellow 

beams reflect the lamps’ flames. Swirl the glass and the 

liquid gold flashes around the stem. Like spaceship earth 

orbiting the sun. No alternative but to rise and shine and 

hope for a better day. This dinner, this fine Muscadet 

(according to its label on the bottle in the bucket), Ses and 

these two amazing men for company, a meal I didn’t have to 

catch or cook, the adventure in full swing in uncharted 

waters.  

“All is not lost.” I say, looking at Thomas and James 

and then pointing at Ses and myself. “There are still times, 

when the world appears to us to be worth saving.” 

James and Thomas lift their gaze from the table. I 

say looking slowly at each person in turn. “The picture is 

not as bad as we’re painting it. To be sure, we face some 

daunting challenges in our time. Large scale, global issues 

which will be difficult to solve. But the converse of that, is 

that on average in the twenty-first century, people lead 

better lives than they have ever lived: less abject poverty, 

fewer wars of smaller magnitude, better health, less violent 

crime, improved forms of social and medical assistance for 
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all, increasingly educated populations living free and long 

lives. A part of the problem is our sensationalist hungry 

media. Nothing sells like bad news and their front pages and 

headlines scream it out. Convincing us we’re doomed when 

in fact we’re probably not. All the issues we have just 

spoken of are real and need to be solved, but the doom and 

gloom are exaggerated.” 

James smiles. “Josh, I cannot tell you how it 

gladdens my heart to hear that. This future of yours appears 

bleak and dismal. And I thought our world was ghastly 

enough,” he says gesturing to himself and then Thomas. 

“War for fifteen years with no end in sight, the short break 

in oh-one a mere interlude, and yet at least a war fought 

man to man. Eye to eye, watching as you take his life or 

lose your own. Never a whole city of innocents in one 

stroke. Never wholesale slaughter unleashed by a man from 

miles distant; removed from the horror and the smell of 

death.” 

He shakes his head and they both look grave. And 

then James smiles slightly. “It is comforting, though, to 

meet you and put all you say into context. The two of you 

are living proof that all is not lost.” 

Thomas raises his glass and says, “May we drink a 

glass to you both. You cannot gauge the impact your words 
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have on us. The things you speak of and allude to. So 

astonishing. To command such power, to achieve flight and 

see earth from up there. And then to hear the perils 

introduced by the path we have taken…” 

He trails off and raises his glass. We all clink and 

sip. 

James says, “In an effort to lighten the conversation, 

you mentioned that you come from a less formal time. Yet 

your manners and habits appear to be much like ours. Has 

there been little change in people, then?” 

“Well, sir,” says Ses. “We did study your 

mannerisms and etiquette in an effort to blend in. But I 

believe our world is less ethical than yours. Modern people 

have lost their moral compass. And many of your customs 

and manners have fallen by the wayside. Some for the good, 

some….” She shrugs. “A trivial example for me, personally, 

is that I have to think carefully before addressing either of 

you, my Lord and Doctor. Captain Rick called you James a 

moment ago. I feel the need to apologize in advance, in case 

I address either of you incorrectly again.” 

Thomas looks at James. “Perhaps we should make 

our guests more comfortable. What say you?” 

“For all love, why not?” replies James. “Pray tell, my 

lady. By what name do you wish to be addressed?” 
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“Ses. My given name is Cecile, but me mates call me 

Ses. I’d be proud to think of you gentlemen as friends.” 

 “I can honestly say, Ses,” says Thomas, “that you 

are the single most astonishing woman I have met.” 

I doubt either of them has ever been instructed at the 

dinner table by a woman, let alone one leaning forward to 

pound the table and point at them to emphasise her point. 

Her eyes shine, her hair glows in the candlelight, and her 

breasts curving against the red velvet evoke a yearning to 

try the hammock swinging behind James, above the 

starboard chaser.  

James says, “Aye. I’ll second that.” 

I raise my glass. “I would drink a keg dry in support 

of such a cause.”  

Everyone smiles. Thomas says, “And would you 

please return us the favour? You too, Captain Rick. I believe 

you said your given name was Joshua?” 

“Yes, my Lord. Josh to my friends.” 

“No, we will dispense with the title amongst 

ourselves, Josh. Thomas, will do.” 

We sip wine and the sentry announces the next 

course. Kipper’s assistant carries a large, empty serving 

tray. He loads it with our soup dishes, spoons, sherry and 

small white wine glasses and hands it to the sentry who 
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backs away to reveal the second sentry, holding a silver 

charger. The sentry hands it to the assistant with such care 

we all hold our breath, and the man places it in front of 

Thomas. A steaming dish of poached fish swimming in a 

tomato and white wine sauce. Thomas serves us each in 

turn.  

Remembering Ses’ culinary foreplay, I pick up the 

cutlery on the outside of the setting and cut a small portion 

of the fish. Catfish – the moist, sweet but somehow muddy 

taste, flavoured with salt, pepper, and saffron. We eat 

hungrily for a while and then James dabs his mouth with his 

napkin. Says, “Might I return to my question. How might 

Bit-by-Bit save the world?” 

I nod, swallow my mouthful and sip some wine. 

Outline the fossil fuel story from coal to hydro-electric, 

diesel, gas and nuclear energy, ending with, “In your time, 

we found these fossils on the surface of the earth or just 

below it. In our time, we search for them deep underground 

and even far out to sea.” 

Thomas looks harrowed, “But what happens when 

you run out?” 

Ses says, “Some say we’ll all die. Others say we’ll 

die from the effects of burning them, before we run out. Yet 
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others say that we will survive: that there is yet time to do 

something. 

James shakes his head, “But why would a thinking 

species even contemplate self-destruction? Is this related to 

what you said, about humanity dying from the effects of 

burning these fuels?” 

Ses nods and explains oxygen depletion, greenhouse 

gasses and climate change. She ends more optimistically 

with self-sustaining sources of energy and Bit-by-Bit’s 

approach. 

James nods. Thomas, too, nods, but then he looks at 

me and says, “I presume when you speak of your ship’s 

ability to sustain herself and the two of you, that this 

technology is capable of scaling up to power a city?” 

I say, “In time and with work, Thomas. It is part of 

my reason for why we’re here. To finance the concept and 

begin the development of scaling it up.” 

James leans forward, fills our glasses and sinks back 

into his chair. Thomas stands, walks to the stern gallery and 

throws open a window. The wake’s phosphorescence glitters 

across the sea to join the stars at its edge. Our interference 

trail, lit for all to see, all the way to where we began. A blast 

of ocean-scented air flows into the cabin. The lanterns flare 

and, in the brighter glow, James’s eyes look thoughtful. He 
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asks, as Thomas resumes his seat. “And you, Ses. Your 

motives – your answer to why?” 

“Well, James,” she says. “I plan to promote the need 

to teach parents to raise children who care. Care about their 

world and fellow beings again, and not just about 

themselves. To make an attempt to restore our moral 

compass.” 

Thomas says, “My dear Josh and Ses. May we drink 

a glass of wine to your future endeavours?” We drink and 

the sentry raps on the door. Thomas calls come, and the 

assistant enters. He repeats the clearing routine. I realise I 

still have 3 knives and forks to go, and 2 spoons. And 2 

glasses. 

The white wine bucket and our used glasses 

disappear and five bottles of red wine appear on a tray, set 

at the end of the desk. The 1802 Languedoc, I see from its 

yellow and red label. The assistant returns with a pig on a 

platter, surrounded by vegetables and bread, all afloat in 

thick gravy. The chef would gain honours as a mortician, for 

the pig is smiling, a wizened apple between its teeth. 

“At least it died happy,” I say. 

Thomas, laughing, says, “Aye, and why not? If it 

knew the delight its death brings to our ship, it would 
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indeed be a sorry specimen not to derive some joy. James. 

Could I impose upon you to carve?” 

As James slices meat, Thomas heaps potatoes, corn 

and fresh bread onto our plates, smothers it all in the 

aromatic gravy and hands each one across.  

I say, “Thomas, we appreciate your hospitality. You 

must have ordered the pig slaughtered for us.” 

“Yes, Josh. A piece of fresh meat always goes down 

well, does it not? But the two of you, you have been at sea 

for some months. I did not see any livestock aboard. How 

do you stay so healthy without fresh dairy and meat?” 

“In point of fact,” says Ses, “I cooked bacon for us 

this morning, before Josh took his little Jolly boat ride. Bit-

by-Bit is equipped with a fridge and freezer. Perhaps, Josh, 

you should explain what those are?”  

While I outline the story, Thomas pours red wine for 

us all. 

“So,” says James after a pause. “Despite all these 

wonderful technologies, despite this scientific advancement 

you speak of and show us, we are still essentially the same 

people inside. Struggling, unsuccessfully it would appear, to 

control the devil within.” He winks at me and adds, “To 

master GLG?” 
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“True, James,” I say, “But I think Ses is right, about 

parenting, I mean.” 

James lifts his glass and says, “Let us drink a glass to 

being the best parents we can be. To our children, future 

versions of us all.” 

We all clink, sip and a quiet lull follows. Each person 

in the room, except possibly James, lost at least one parent 

too soon. Thomas’s mother died when he was ten, the same 

age as mine I suddenly realize. Kindred lost souls. 

The bottles circulate; removes of venison and beef 

follow the ham, (no knives and forks left!); and then a 

dessert of lemon custard pie. We sip coffee from delicate 

china cups with the Royal Navy’s crown and anchor 

emblazoned in blue and gold. Swirl brandy in cut-glass 

snifters. Our faces are flushed, eyes dull, conversation 

replaced by a silent rosy glow.  

The bell rings out four double chimes. Midnight and 

Thomas excuses himself to go on deck. James shows us to 

his cabin. 

“James, me dear,” says Ses, taking him by the arm. 

“We would not use your cabin. Where will you kip?” 

He smiles at her graciously, inclines his head to me 

and says, “I will share that large cabin of Thomas’s. It will 

not be the first time, nor the last. It has been a scintillating 
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evening. I thank you both. Sleep well. Do you need 

assistance with a hammock?” 

“No. Thankee kindly, James,” I say, “I believe we’ll 

be fine. Good night. The evening will shine in my memory, 

too.” 

He bows, we bow and I almost stumble. He leaves us 

contemplating the swinging hammocks. 

“Josh, luv. There are two of them, are there not?” 

I put my hand out and touch one and the other 

continues swinging. “Yeah, ‘fraid so. No matter. One will 

hold both of us.” 

We undress as we speak and in our underclothes, I 

pick her up and put her into the hammock on top of the soft 

blanket covering its netting. She snuggles into the space. I 

give it a little push. It swings to and fro and she giggles. 

“Clever lad. The world’s standing still for the first time 

since the third bottle of wine.” 

I say, “These guys certainly can put it away. Funny 

though: Thomas claimed in his autobiography that he’d 

never been drunk. You remember that story where they tried 

to get him pissed one evening? He leant his head on his left 

hand and poured the wine down his coat sleeve.” 

“But he wasn’t drunk tonight, was he? None of us 

were. Well, none of you guys. I was smashed. Like a bleedin 
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Gosport fiddler as Kipper said. Still am. Come on, luv. What 

are you waiting for?” 

I leap into the air, miss the hammock and crash to the 

floor. Unhurt, I lie there laughing and she giggles. I stand 

and try again, this time gauging the swing precisely. For a 

moment we swing in a beautiful arc, nestled like spoons. 

The ringbolt holding the hammock to the deck above groans 

and the wood cracks. With a splintering crash we hit the 

deck and lie there laughing, tangled in the netting. We move 

the hammock out of the way, straighten out the bedding on 

the floor and are asleep in minutes.  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Chapter	16	

June 16, 1813 

North Atlantic Ocean  
48 nautical miles SW  
of San Sebastian, Spain. 

0600 hours. 

Deep within my mind I’m conscious of four bells 

sounding. The Bosun’s pipe screeches. A voice like a 

foghorn booms, “Up all Hammocks. All Hands. Out or 

down. Out or down. Show a leg. Rise or fall. Here comes 

me knife, cutting with a clear conscience!” 

A few muffled thuds as slower crewmembers’ 

hammocks are cut down. A hundred and fifty men thunder 

overhead to report for duty on deck. A set of wheezing 

pumps, apparently operating in the cabin next door, add 
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their mechanical strain to the din. Water gushes across the 

deck in waves, and the men immediately above our heads 

grind the deck white with their holystones. More pumps join 

in with rhythmic creaking gasps, as the bilges are chain-

pumped dry from the evening watch. The gun crews tighten 

each frapping in a rising song of creaks and twangs. 

It’s hot and stuffy and alcohol sweats from my pores 

in waves. I groan, turn over and try to go back to sleep. But 

I’m now awake. I glance at Ses who miraculously still 

sleeps. Dress quietly. Take the watch from her bag and 

check on BeeBee in silent mode. The display reveals she’s 

OK, in position. I put the watch back in her bag. Quietly 

open and close the cabin door and go on deck. 

“Mind the deck, sir,” says everyone near me in 

unison. Grab the port rail, and look about me. My head 

aches and my eyes are grimy. But the salty-air, the dawn’s 

reddish welcome, and the pink and blue sea and sky wash 

the tiredness away. We are alone on the sea; not a ship, soul 

or rock to break the gentle swell. The wind still a steady 

twelve knots. 

The men’s bare feet slap Impérieuse’s decks and 

their yellowed canvas clothes rustle in the wind. Their hair, 

long and braided, hangs across scarred backs, yet their 
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smiles, as they touch their hands to their foreheads in salute, 

are soft. 

I study the 18 pounder in front of me. The barrel a 

fat black cast-iron tube, sitting on its wooden truck, 

clamped to the ship’s side by a creaking breach-tackle. No 

sights on its barrel yet, the traversing plate hanging loose on 

a line threaded through the thimble at the back of the barrel. 

The wooden chock and marlin-spike used to elevate or 

depress the muzzle tied to the cascabel. Three tons of 

weapon, and while it doesn’t fire an exploding shell, its ball 

penetrates more than a foot of oak from a thousand yards. 

“Captain Rick. Captain Lord Cochrane’s 

compliments, sir.” Midshipman Mapleton stands behind me, 

the crumpled top of his hat peeking from behind his arm. 

He’s the same height as Ses. Blond curls blowing about his 

head, but the sword slash across his cheek and jaw age him 

beyond his eighteen years. “My Lord wishes to know if you 

would care to join him, sir.” Seeing my hesitation, he adds, 

“On the quarterdeck, sir.” 

“Thank you, Mister Mapleton. I will do so 

immediately.” I salute. 

He replaces his hat and salutes. “Aye, aye, sir,” he 

says and leaves. I cross the deck and stop on the threshold. 
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Thomas smiles, waves his hand in welcome. 

“Captain Rick. I trust you slept well?” 

“Indeed, my Lord. I did.” I say as I cross the sacred 

threshold. “Thank you again for the wonderful evening. The 

company was superb. The wine and food did justice to your 

ship and the Navy.” 

“Too kind,” he says. He gazes about the deck, “Lady 

Lorimer. She is well?” 

“Aye, my Lord. She is. A trifle tired, though. I fear 

perhaps a little too much wine last night.” 

“Aye. It happens to the best of us. But you are just in 

time, yourself.” 

“In time, my Lord?” 

“For breakfast, in course. Come.” He turns and leads 

the way to his cabin. James and Midshipman Mapleton sit at 

the table, Kipper hovering behind James. They greet us and 

Kipper slinks away with a furtive look at Thomas. James 

asks after Lady Lorimer and the four of us sit down to eat, 

just as the Bosun pipes all hands to breakfast. Thudding feet 

accompanied by banging mess kits and scraping tables. 

James, Thomas and Mr. Mapleton ignore it, but it sets me on 

edge.  

The fried eggs and bacon help the hangover, and I 

feel more human when we all push our plates away. Thomas 
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says, “If I may beg your indulgence, Captain Rick. I must 

attend to my duties. Feel free to explore the ship. If this 

wind holds, and my nose tells me it will, we should make 

San Sebastian afore eight bells this afternoon.” 

“Thank you, my Lord,” I say. We all stand and bow. I 

take a plate of food and a cup of coffee to James’s cabin. 

Ses stirs in our makeshift bed on the floor. 

She sits up with a groan, but eagerly eats the food 

and sips coffee. “God,” she says, “I had my doubts I’d ever 

feel normal again.” A mischievous grin lights her face and 

she says, “Fancy a little old-fashioned love?” She pats the 

blanket beside her and I fling off my uniform and join her 

on the bed. 

“One condition,” I say. “You have to promise not to 

scream or yell.” 

“Me!” she says. “Look which pot is calling the 

kettle…” 

I lean in and kiss her. A while later, I put on my 

uniform. Ses dons a day-dress of white linen and lace. A 

simple outfit that hints at her shape with a modest neckline. 

We leave the cabin and climb the steeply raked stairs to 

reach the quarterdeck, near the forecastle.  

Coils of rope hang on bitts on the mast and rail, and 

already a few black spots of tar have fallen from the 
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yardarms to mar the deck. We walk to the forecastle and 

forward, where the bowsprit points towards our destination 

like a long finger. We stand at the rail and for a moment are 

alone. The wind carrying our voices forward, ahead of the 

crew. 

 “That was really something,” says Ses, “making 

love on that wood, all those sounds – your ship’s symphony, 

the smells. It was like making out in a dream.” 

“Yeah.” I salute, “At your service, Ma’am.”  

She laughs and we walk. The men are openly 

curious, but they are not permitted to address an officer 

unless spoken to. They touch their heads with a knuckle as 

we pass, smile and say, ‘Good Morning, sir, me Lady.’ We 

recognize a few of them from their descriptions, but without 

seeing a man at his station, we do not know many. 

Ses looks at the ship and touches her wooden rail. 

Says, tapping the deck with her foot, “Jokes aside, luv. They 

must’ve used an awful lot of wood to build one of these.” 

I nod. “Victory was made from about six thousand 

trees.” 

“Six thousand! But that’s a whole forest, isn’t it?” 

“About a hundred acres.” 

She stares at me for a moment, translating all that 

land and trees into a single moveable object. “Ses,” I say, 
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frowning. “I would have thought you would know all this – 

being the historian, and a Navy girl and all.” 

“I know the history of the Navy, but I never learned 

much about the ships themselves, or the individual 

weapons.” We stand near one of the 18-pounder guns, a 

garland of shot forming a pyramid near our feet. She nudges 

it with her toe. “For example, you call these things shot. I 

thought they were cannonballs.” 

“No. Cannons were not always male.” 

She smiles. Adds, “Oh, I see why.” Leaning in closer. 

“There are different types.” 

I explain that the round-shot were used to sink a 

warship. Bar-shot, two balls joined with a metal rod, and 

chain-shot, a ball cut in half joined with a length of chain, 

acted like scythes, cutting lines and sails, disabling the ship 

allowing her to be boarded. 

Ses says, “The bar type look like dumbbells to me. 

What about these bags? Why are they here?” 

I tell her they’re grapeshot or canister. Metal grapes 

inside the bag, each about an inch in diameter. When the 

charge explodes, the bag disintegrates and the grapes 

unleash a murderous hail across the deck, cutting down 

anyone standing. 
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Eight bells strike and the watch changes. Half the 

men on board appear sleepily on deck, blinking against the 

sun, carrying their hammocks and mess kits. 

Untying their hammocks from the splinter netting, 

the men coming off watch head below. The on-duty shift 

stash their hammocks in the netting, and return below to 

their mess tables. 

In answer to Ses’ question, I explain that when the 

ship’s crew beat to quarters to prepare for battle, their 

hammocks lining the sides will absorb splinters exploding 

from the rail and quarterdeck. They’ll string the splinter nets 

above the hammocks and rails across the deck to prevent 

bits of rigging shot away by the enemy from injuring the 

crew on deck. 

I feel like I’m exploring an animated model of a 

nineteenth century warship. I’ve studied them since I was a 

boy, reading every book on their construction and design I 

could lay my hands on. Trying to understand their rigs and 

hulls from line drawings and artist’s impressions. And now, 

standing on Impérieuse’s deck watching her sailing over a 

glittering blue sea, my heart beats a little faster and my eyes 

are wide taking it all in. 

We move aft and descend to the Orlop, me 

examining the ship’s construction techniques. With hand-
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held adzes and chisels, these carpenters of old joined, end-

to-end, two, two feet thick tree-trunks in an almost invisible 

eight-foot long joint called a scarph. 

“You see this?” I point. “This piece of wood here, 

the one that runs vertically in a curve following the topside 

and then bends over at a right angle to support the deck?” 

“It looks like pieces of wood, to me. Just like the 

rest.” 

“Does, doesn’t it? But its one piece of wood, grown 

into this shape. They called them natural knees. They wired 

the tree’s trunk and branches while it grew, to bend it into 

this shape. It assured maximum strength in the critical area, 

here, at this bend, the knee; where the deck meets the hull.” 

“Grown like that,” she says. “But that would take 

years…” she trails off glancing around at what had been a 

forest of trees. 

“Let me tell you one more thing about these ships, 

and then I’ll stop. The main mast on a ship like Victory, a 

first rate, was made from a special tree. Scouts searched for 

a straight, tall tree in an old growth forest. They cut down 

all the trees around it and left it standing for as long as 

thirty years, so that the wind blew full force on it and 

strengthened its fibres. Then they cut it down and made a 

mast from it.” 
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“That’s astonishing,” she says, once again looking 

around the ship. She turns to me. “Gives you some idea of 

how vast and complex The Navy was even back then. 

Planning more than thirty years ahead for just the raw 

materials.” 

We continue exploring the ship. The hours tick by 

and the miles slide beneath our keel as she bears steadily on. 

My excitement now replaced by concern. Every mile sailed 

brings us closer to our potential encounter with La Clorinde. 

I’m walking behind Ses and I look at the back of her head. 

She walks with an athlete’s easy grace– surefooted, agile 

and perfectly balanced despite the slowly pitching deck. Her 

hands loosely at her sides until she sees something of 

interest and then she glides her hand gently across its 

surface, peers in at it, and moves on. 

I think again on what life would be like without her. 

The changes she has wrought in me. I ran away from my 

last foster home at eighteen and joined the Canadian 

Merchant Marine. Lacking a university education, knowing 

I would never be more than an Able Seaman, on my twenty-

first birthday, I’d joined the Canadian Navy. Enrolled at the 

University of Toronto and read for a B.Sc. I was happy for 

those first few years - thought I had found a home and 
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career. But a month after I graduated, I’d punched my 

superior officer and broken his jaw. I was asked to resign. 

And in all that time, I’d been alone. A misfit who 

preferred solitary to social life. Worked a passage to Chile 

and built my first boat. Started doing charters. Alone for 

long periods and then forced to spend a week, sometimes 

two, with strangers. Men and women in groups, 

occasionally couples. The hardest, the families – mom, dad 

and kids. Happy on my boat, enjoying the experience and 

each other. Observing the safety of family from the outside: 

secure to screw up, make a mistake, and still be loved. 

Accepted not for what you did or accomplished, but simply 

for who you were. 

I never engaged with my guests. Observed with 

clinical interest the connections they formed– some tenuous, 

broken and reformed a few times in the week they were on 

board, others deeply felt, long-term commitments. The kind 

Nat Cole sang about: the greatest gift of all is to love and be 

loved in return. Until Ses entered my life, I’d never 

understood that line. Had a few girlfriends in ports, but 

never one that I thought about as I sailed away. Scared of 

getting too close, terrified of her being yanked suddenly 

from my life. And now here we are, about to unleash an act 

of war with Ses in the middle of it. I’ll talk to Thomas. See 
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if he’ll order her to occupy a safe place when we go into 

action. 

We eventually return to the midships deck and stand 

gazing at the wake’s frothy passage along the starboard side. 

I’m next to Ses, trying not to take her into my arms. 

Demonstrations of affection on a warship would never do 

and I content myself with standing downwind of her and 

sniffing her lilac perfume, my hand inches from hers on the 

rail. 

She’s silent, gazing unseeingly at the water 

cascading by. Another brilliant day. A few wisps of high 

cirrus, the water a darker blue than the sky, the wind 

plucking white caps off the crests of waves. The wind has 

freshened, I realize – must be around fifteen knots to 

whitecap like this, and I’m guessing we’re doing close to 

eight knots. Good and bad. Increased chance of intercepting 

our target, but higher odds of action on the horizon. 

Three double chimes ring out. Six bells – 1500. 

Midshipman Mapleton on the quarterdeck deck, the officer 

of the watch, orders the reefer of the watch, a junior 

midshipman, to heave the log. 

The boy takes the log of wood and its rope line from 

the binnacle near the wheel, and pockets the twenty-eight-

second glass. Climbs down the upper deck’s companionway 

!172



and walks past Ses and me to the bow. He extracts the glass 

from his pocket and hands it to the Bosun standing near the 

bowsprit. The man shakes the glass to empty every grain of 

sand from the top bowl and nods to the midshipman. The 

reefer takes the coil of rope in his left hand, closes his fist 

lightly over the first knot tied in the line, and uses his right 

hand to swing the flat wooden board in a circle. Releases it 

to arc out over the rail, down the side and into the water. As 

it hits the water, he calls Mark. The Bosun turns the glass 

and watches the sand run through. The reefer counts the 

knots as they slide through his fingers. The knots are tied at 

intervals of forty-eight feet. The distance covered in twenty-

eight seconds by a ship sailing at one knot. The sand in the 

glass runs out and the Bosun calls Time. The reefer clutches 

the rope fast in his hand, reads off the little red rags tied 

every two tenths of a knot and calls out in his high-pitched 

voice, “Eight knots and one tenth, sir, if you please.” 

Mr. Mapleton records the number in the ship’s log, 

consults the traverse tables and marks the ship’s dead-

reckoned position in the log. Mr. Mapleton has a haunted 

puppy look about him. He’s inventing reasons to leave the 

quarterdeck and stroll by us, his eyes drawn to Ses like 

moths to a candle flame. 
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Ses and I return our gaze to the sea on the starboard 

side and she slides her hand a fraction to the right to touch 

mine. We smile at each other and I ask her how she’s doing. 

“Brilliant, luv, Truly brilliant. How could I not be? 

This ship and her crew. You and me, facing danger together. 

I know you’re freaking out about me being here, Josh. But 

you need to let it go. You remember the hurricane rounding 

The Horn? I told you after I’d rushed out to drag you back 

from the rail that I did it because I didn’t want to be alone 

on the boat. Remember? We’re in this together. Live and die 

together or not at all, right?” 

I nod reluctantly. It’s this selfish aspect of love 

which so confuses me. But then I touch her hand again and 

smile tentatively. “Okay, love. Lets try to come out the other 

side together, then.” 

We resume our contemplation of the sea rushing by. 

About thirty minutes later, just after seven bells, the lookout 

cries. “On deck. Sail ho! Five points on larboard side. Three 

sails. Just hull up.” 

Midshipman Mapleton sends a man below to 

summon Thomas.  

The Captain hurries on deck, his telescope under his 

arm. Thomas jumps to the mainchains and climbs the 

shrouds rapidly. Swings into the top, leaning out to grasp 
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the futtock shrouds and clears the side of the top in a quick 

jerk. He stands in the top, steadies his telescope on the 

main-topsail lift and studies the vessels. 

He tucks the telescope under his left arm, grabs the 

backstay with both hands, and descends to the deck in a 

controlled glide. Walks to us at the taffrail near the stern and 

says in a low voice, “One is almost certainly La Clorinde. 

She matches the description precisely. The other two are 

ships-of-the-line. Seventy-fours. I believe they are 

L’Invincible and Le Protée. It would seem there are some 

surprises.” He shrugs and trails off. 

Ses and I glance at each other, surprised by the 

fallibility of our historical record. 

“Aye, my Lord,” I say. “We had no notion of an 

escort. And she is early; I apologize, my Lord. It would 

seem our intelligence was not complete.” 

“Aye. But then, it never is. And they will reach San 

Sebastian afore us, that much is certain. They are five miles 

ahead, well handled and on the starboard tack, making 

better time than us. They will be within the protection of the 

shore batteries by the time we could fall-in.” 

I look at Ses. “I wonder why there was no mention of 

an escort?” 
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“There were occasions,” she says. “when orders were 

verbal, not written, for fear of being captured, or lost. The 

escort makes things difficult, though. Do you think either of 

Plans B or C will work?” 

“Just so,” says Thomas. “We know of plan B. 

Captain Rick outlined that previously. What about C?” 

“To explain C, my Lord,” I say. “I think we should 

take another ride in the cutter.” I turn to Ses. “It may have 

to be B, for C requires Impérieuse to tackle overwhelming 

odds. But in any event, my Lord,” turning back to face him, 

“perhaps we should return to Bit-by-Bit and see what 

equipment I have on board which may help.” 

“I would enjoy that muchly,” says Thomas, beaming. 

As he leaves to arrange the cutter, he says, “Will we need 

any supplies?” 

“No, my Lord,” I reply. “We will be honoured to 

serve you dinner, breakfast and lunch aboard Bit-by-Bit. We 

will return in time to put our plan into effect tomorrow 

afternoon.” 

“Excellent,” he says, turns and walks away. A few 

minutes later the crew ready the cutter. Ses’ bag, and the 

canvas bags I retrieved from the Jolly boat yesterday, plus a 

bag each for Thomas and James, are loaded. We all make it 

dry into the boat. Thomas and I rig the mast and boom. 
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Thomas sits in the stern sheets, Ses and James share the 

middle thwart and I sit in the bow.  

Thomas, his hand on the tiller, looks at me. “Where 

away?”  

I extract the watch from Ses’ bag, consult it’s display 

and say, “two-hundred-and-twenty degrees, Thomas.  Same 

as before.” I order Bit-by-Bit to intercept us and we all settle 

in for the ride. 
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Chapter	17	

June 16, 1813 

North Atlantic Ocean  
9 miles SW of  
San Sebastian, Spain. 

1745 hours. 

The late afternoon sun sparkles on the water. The 

cutter sails on at a steady six knots, under a refreshing 

breeze. A few thin clouds high in the west, and for a time 

we sit quietly. 

I’m thinking about life and death. As the old 

Pacemakers song goes, life goes on day after day. A 

seemingly boundless succession of sunrises and sunsets, 

until suddenly, death ends it all. My life has been an endless 

cycle of wasted days. Sure I’ve built a few boats, sailed 
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around the world, supported myself and even earned a 

degree. But until I was recruited by Cassius and built Bit-

by-Bit for his fake mission, everything I’ve ever done was 

all about me. The irony of my situation is not lost on me: I 

have more to live for now than ever before and the odds of 

me making it through the next two days are slim.  

And then I smile inwardly and breathe a sigh of 

relief. As we’re not going to use Plan A, Ses doesn’t have to 

be on board when we go into action. Of course, we’ll have 

the argument all over again, but better for her to be angry 

with me than missing in action. 

Thomas breaks into my thoughts. “I have been 

mulling this technology of yours,” he says. “You say it all 

was developed in a mere two hundred years. It would seem 

that we lived for four thousand years accomplishing little in 

the way of scientific advancement, and then leap forward in 

the next twenty decades to transform the earth and our 

lives.” 

“There is much truth in that.” I say hesitantly. 

“Except for the age of the earth. I believe you said four 

thousand years, Thomas, as calculated by adding the ages of 

Abraham’s descendants?” 

Thomas and James nod and Ses frowns. I look at her, 

shrug and pause. At this time, people generally believe that 
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the earth was created over seven days as described in 

Genesis and that God created all living things and the earth, 

the moon and the stars. Ses taught me that most duels were 

fought over women, or insults to honour or belief. And these 

men believe in God and are both practicing Christians. But 

I’m launched, too late to back out now. I nod, look at Ses, 

shrug again and continue. “It turns out that the earth, or so 

we believe in the twenty-first century, is more than fifteen 

million years old and that humans have existed on it for 

about a million years.” 

James, who until this moment was staring at the sea 

off to the side, snaps his head to me, his eyes wide. 

I continue, “And that makes your thought all the 

more astonishing, Thomas, for we did indeed take a giant 

leap forward in technology and ability during these next two 

hundred years.” 

 “Mother of God,” says James, shaking his head. “If 

humans are truly that ancient and still as lacking in a moral 

code as you say, there is no hope.” 

He resumes his study of the sea. Thomas shakes his 

head. He looks at Ses and then me, and says with a puzzled 

frown: “So it would seem the religious view of our world is 

faulty? I suppose it shouldn’t surprise me. Priests and the 
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clergy are not scientists, after all. Are modern people not 

religious at all, then?” 

Ses shakes her head. “Many still are Thomas. 

Reconciling Science and God is something many people 

struggle with even in modern times.” 

Thomas nods and we return to our thoughts. Bit-by-

Bit’s wing appears on the horizon. She heaves-to when we 

near. We touch alongside and hoist the cutter. 

We show them their cabins, demonstrate the vacuum 

toilets, the water faucets, showers and drain pumps and the 

lights and switches.  

“Please gentlemen,” says Ses, “if you would like to 

make use of the showers, go ahead and freshen up for 

dinner. We will be in the salon when you are ready.” 

They leap at the chance to wash. We hear them 

calling in wonder to each other about the heated, fresh water 

that flows from these taps, this amazing soap that bubbles 

so easily, soft towels and their large comfortable bunks with 

panoramic opening portholes. 

Twitching her nose behind them, Ses says, “I 

suppose there’s not enough water on board a man-of-war to 

make washing a frequent occurrence.” 

She stands in front of the pantry, opening and closing 

doors. “How are we going to top a Royal Navy dinner, luv?  
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We can’t serve three courses with two removes, each with 

bottles of the right wine, and all on a sterling silver dinner 

service.” 

“No, we can’t. But I have some surprises in store.” 

I look around nervously. Hand Ses a white tablecloth 

in its original packaging. While she unwraps it, I fill the 

breadmaker with the ingredients for a loaf of whole-wheat 

bread and switch it on. 

“Josh,” says Ses. “It’s true this cloth is clean. But 

these folds are a problem. Do you have an iron on board?” 

“No,” I say, looking at the ridges striding like 

miniature Alps across the cloth’s snowy surface. “Short of 

riveting it, the only solution I can think of is to weigh it 

down with objects. Why don’t you set the table, while I start 

dinner?” 

I open a few tins of berries, pour them into bowls, 

saran-wrap them, and place them in the fridge to chill. 

Remove four large steaks from the freezer, put them into the 

microwave and hit defrost. The vegetable trays hold a few 

potatoes and onions - all that remains of our fresh produce. 

Grab cans from the pantry, spoon the vegetables into bowls, 

set them aside for the stir-fry. Marinate the steaks in oil and 

vinegar. Rub some garlic on them and add pepper and salt. 

Set them aside to wait for the grill to heat. 
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Ses sets four places at the entrance to the table. A 

few place mats hold a carafe of iced water, wine glasses, 

tumblers and salt and pepper grinders. The tablecloth’s 

ridges now mostly hidden, she stands back and shakes her 

head, looks at me and shrugs. I nod. “It’ll do, Ses. Lets hope 

the food is good enough to distract them.” 

She shrugs again, and turns to the wine rack. Selects 

four of our best red wines, opens them and sets one on the 

table. Places the other three on the galley’s countertop, 

ready for action. 

I grab several tins of goodies brought for Plan B. Put 

their contents into bowls and place them on the table. 

Arrange some whole-wheat crackers on a plate and add it to 

the centre of the spread. 

 Look up to see James’s head appear above the 

companionway steps, followed moments later by Thomas’s 

broad shoulders and arms projecting beyond his sparse 

frame. The breadmaker, kneading dough since I switched it 

on, kicks into high and the rich smell of baking bread fills 

the cabin. 

“Lord,” says Thomas, “I could do with my dinner - 

and a glass of wine, by God.” Then he falters and says, 

“Forgive me, Josh and Ses. I meant no disrespect.” 
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“None taken,” I say, “for we have definitely come 

between you and your dinner.” And I add, in as close an 

imitation of Kipper’s voice as I can manage, “Which it will 

be ready when it bloody well is.” Everyone laughs and Ses 

seats our guests, pours sherry and sits next to Thomas on the 

couch. I switch on the electric barbecue.  

I sit at the table; raise my glass and say, “To His 

Royal Highness.” Everyone echoes the toast, we clink, and I 

say, “And to the two of you. We are mightily pleased to 

have you here, aboard our boat. May you always have fair 

winds and deep waters beneath your keel.” 

Thomas grins, “Handsomely said, kind sir.” 

James says, “At the risk of appearing to correct Bit-

by-Bit, may I add, May God set a flower on your heads.” 

We clink and sip and then James looks at the water 

carafe. “How is that your water on board is so clear?” And 

then he leans in closer and exclaims. “Good God, Thomas. 

Look at this - ice!” 

I tell our guests about Bit-by-Bit ’s watermaker – a 

pump which sucks up seawater and forces it through a 

membrane filter at more than six-hundred pounds per square 

inch, removing the salt and minerals, leaving fresh, clear 

water. Add in the fuelcells production of hot fresh water as a 

by-product of the conversion of hydrogen into volts. Tell 
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them a little more about the benefits of refrigeration and 

how we make ice. They both try the iced water. James nods 

appreciatively and gulps with obvious satisfaction. And then 

he looks at me and laughs. When his chuckle dies, he says, 

“I think I now understand why you spat the water out when 

we served it to you.” 

I blush and tell Ses and Thomas about the incident. 

Ses giggles and Thomas laughs. Then he too, drains his 

glass. I refill their glasses. 

“Please help yourself,” Ses says. “This is Caviar. 

This is salmon and this duck-mousse. Brie cheese, oysters, 

sardines and shrimp. Crackers here. I hope you find it 

edible.” 

James and Thomas grin. They help themselves to an 

assortment of hors d'oeuvres. We do the same and for a time 

the only sounds are crackers crunching and polite lip-

smacking. 

Ses says, “A small snack to tide you over till dinner, 

gentlemen. I’m sad to say, even in our time, our meals are 

still prepared by a human. Marvellous as Bit-by-Bit is, she 

can’t cook worth a damn.” 

Thomas and James blush at her language. We sit for 

a while, filling our mouths. I return to the galley, lift the 

steaks with tongs and set them on the hot grill where they 
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sizzle. Ses says behind me, to our guests, “You are surprised 

it’s hot? To you the only source of heat is fire, not so? This 

is one of the wonders of electricity. This boat is a little 

unusual though. For even in our time, most ships burn a gas 

called propane for cooking.” 

I ask Thomas and James how they like their steaks. 

The three of them sit silently as I put a pan on the stovetop, 

switch it on and the glass surface instantly turns red. Add a 

touch of oil and the vegetables from the cans. Obviously 

cooked, I’m reheating them. Add sea-salt, pepper and a 

touch of a red-hot chilli paste. James, watching the 

stovetop’s glowing circular element, and hearing the oil 

sizzling in the pan says, “Tell me something more about the 

man you mentioned, Josh. Tesla.” 

I look up, “He was an Italian scientist who figured 

out how to supply every household with electricity, no 

matter how far way it was from the Power Station – the 

place where the electricity is generated. He once said 

Science is but a perversion of itself unless it has as its 

ultimate goal the betterment of humanity. Our modern world 

has lost sight of his objective.” 

“Indeed we have,” says Ses, looking down at her 

wine glass. She sips and Thomas and James do the same. 
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I switch off the stove and grill. Leave the meat to 

rest. Heap vegetables onto plates. Hit the breadmaker’s off 

button. Cut the bread into steaming slices and put them in a 

basket. Set it all on the table. 

Hand out the plates and sit down with eagerness, for 

my own lunch is a distant memory. We eat steadily for a 

time and eventually sit back. “Ye Gods,” I say. “I was 

hungry, but now, if you wish….” 

Bit-by-Bit interrupts me with, “Captain Rick, sir. 

Impérieuse has heaved to. Orders please.” 

“BeeBee, how close are we to San Sebastian?” 

“Sir, Impérieuse is about 4 miles off the harbour 

entrance. We are now 6 miles astern of her.” 

With some surprise, I realize the sun has set. 

“BeeBee. Close to within three-miles of Impérieuse and 

maintain that position.” 

“Aye, aye, sir. 3 miles.” 

The wingsail motors whirr slightly as she trims 

camber and the wake resumes its sibilant passage. 

“So this is what a twenty-first century yacht is like?” 

Thomas says, looking around the cabin and peering through 

the forward hatch. “In a way I am surprised that she still 

uses sails of any description. Obviously an advanced design, 
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of course, and materials, but still as you said, Josh, a fore 

and aft rigged sloop.” 

I nod. “Indeed so, Thomas. Of course the unstayed 

mast – no shrouds at all, make a big difference to her 

downwind performance, allowing the wing to travel further 

outboard.” 

They nod and we sip wine for a while. 

‘Captain Rick, sir,” says Bit-by-Bit a while later. 

“We are now within 3 miles of Impérieuse. Heaving-to, sir. 

Will maintain this limit.” 

“BeeBee. Carry on. My dear Gentlemen,” I say, “let 

me show you another tool that will delight you. This one 

overcomes our inability to see in the dark.” I stand, saying, 

“We will have to kill all cabin and interior lights, though, 

for when we slide the door to go outside, we may be seen by 

your lookouts.” 

I open a locker and extract nightvision sets for each 

person, show them how to wear them and adjust them. 

Switch off the cabin lights. Lead them outside, and tell them 

to switch on. Startled gasps break from them as the dark 

night magically yields a green image of Impérieuse, heaved-

to, on the horizon off our starboard bow. 

Thomas whips off his set and says, “The two of you 

have done well to escape with your lives, for if Mister 
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Brown were to see us now he would fire on us. You said this 

material would not withstand her eighteens?” he asks, 

patting the coach-top with his hand.  

“Correct, Thomas, it will not. I assumed we could 

motor out of danger were we to find ourselves facing a 

warship of this time. Directly into the wind, do you see? 

And if it proved impossible to escape an enemy ship, she is 

armed and capable of sinking any ship afloat today.” 

Thomas and James stare at me in amazement. I say, 

“I suppose it does seem strange that there are no great guns. 

But she is equipped with a device we call a rocket 

launcher.” 

I tell Thomas to think of it as Sir Congreve’s device 

updated two hundred years (he used Congreve’s rockets on 

his exploding ships at Aix Roads). I explain how it fires a 

projectile armed with a powerful explosive over vast 

distances. The weapon is simplicity itself to aim, and on 

impact, sets fire to a ship and blows her magazine. She 

could indeed sink even a hundred-and-twenty gun ship. 

Thomas’s face mixes indignation with awe. I say 

hastily, “Perhaps we should return inside for coffee, dessert 

and some port.” 

They file inside and resume their seats. I set the 

bowls of fruit on the table, along with some Haagen-Dazs 
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ice creams from the freezer. Bring out a bottle of Bailey’s 

Irish Cream and show it to James. “Are you familiar with 

this liquor?” 

He looks at it, opens the bottle, inhales and says, 

“Not this exact one, dear Josh, but this mixture of alcohol is 

as old as Methuselah himself.” 

Before Ses or I can stop him, he pours a generous 

dollop onto his fruit. “Mother of God,” he says, as he and 

Thomas recoil from the liquid pouring off either side of his 

bowl in a creamy waterfall. 

Ses and I giggle as we remove the saran-wrap. After 

a moment’s confusion, our guests burst out laughing. 

Silence as we savour the dessert. Then I say, “If we may 

return to the business at hand. Perhaps we should tell you 

our alternate plans.” 

Ses says, “Perhaps we should retire to the cockpit 

where we may smoke something with our coffee?” 

They nod eagerly and I take out a cigar case of 

Romeo y Julieta Vs. Ses boils water, makes a large Bodum 

of coffee, and places the smokes, ashtray, cups, saucers, 

milk and sugar on a tray. 

To ensure the embers from our smokes won’t be 

visible, I instruct Bit-by-Bit to keep the cockpit facing away 
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from Impérieuse. Switch off all interior lights and lead us 

out to the cockpit.  

We seat ourselves around the cockpit table. Ses 

lights a candle in a glass lantern, and its warm glow picks 

up the smoke rising from our cigars.  

 “Let me give you a few more details on Plan B,” I 

say. “As I mentioned earlier, Plan B suggests that we 

ambush the chests, on land. Coignart hires four money 

tumbrils in San Sebastian on the morning of the eighteenth. 

They depart San Sebastian around midday on the eighteenth, 

en route to Vittorio. We thought we might go ashore with a 

party of your men near the town of Orio. We then wait for 

his convoy on the road near it, and relieve him of the 

chests.” 

“I know the place,” says James and Thomas nods, 

“Aye. A good plan, an excellent situation for an ambush. 

Large rocks to either side of the road. Orio has good holding 

ground.” 

“Precisely,” I say. “But a land-based expedition 

requires us to move the chests which weigh more than two 

tons.” Whistles from both men. “Thus our preference for 

Plan C. Why don’t you tell them, love? After all, it’s your 

plan.” 
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The two men look at her, raising their eyebrows. Ses 

looks away and down at the sole. She looks up uncertainly, 

“But C requires Impérieuse to tackle La Clorinde and those 

two seventy-fours. That’s overwhelming odds, isn’t it?” 

“To be sure, they cannot be taken lightly,” says 

Thomas. “It’ll need some thought. But it could be possible, 

given that we have time to prepare. Why not tell us of your 

plan, then.” 

“We have on board two uniforms from the French 

Army of this time,” Ses begins. “One is a Colonel’s and the 

other is for his aide in the rank of Commandant – the same 

as Coignart’s. We thought we might go into San Sebastian 

tomorrow, and instruct Coignart to load the chests back 

onboard La Clorinde. Tell him to leave immediately, to take 

the chests to Bilbao. She sails directly into Impérieuse’s 

arms, waiting outside the range of the fort’s guns.” She 

leaps to her feet. “A moment,” she says, rushing inside. 

“An enterprising woman, that,” says James, eyeing 

her departing back. Thomas nods and adds, “But will this 

Coignart believe you? Surely he was ordered to San 

Sebastian, or rather to Vittorio, specifically?” 

“He was ordered to deliver the chests to Joseph in 

Vittorio. So he is on his way. I believe Ses has gone to fetch 
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what we think will convince him to change the destination,” 

I say. 

James asks, “And when she said we, I assume she 

meant you and herself?” 

“Aye, James. That was her idea too, and although I 

have tried to dissuade her, I have not had much success. As 

you can see, she is not easily turned from a course of action 

she has adopted.” 

They both smile and nod. Ses returns holding an 

envelope and a sheet of paper. She hands the paper to 

Thomas and says, “This is an English translation of the 

document sealed inside this envelope. I believe this will 

convince our Commandant Coignart.” 

They read it and look up, their teeth shining whitely 

in the candlelight. “You are indeed a superb addition to any 

force, my Lady,” says Thomas. “I presume you both speak 

French?” he adds as an afterthought. 

“I do,” I say, “and we planned that Ses would simply 

not say anything apart from a greeting or two.” 

“Forgive me,” says James after a moment’s thought. 

“But how do you get into San Sebastian? The fort would 

fire on you either in Bit-by-Bit or Impérieuse, or for that 

matter in one of our ship’s boats.” 
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“We will use our SCUBA equipment,” I say, rising to 

get a tank. “The acronym stands for Self Contained 

Underwater Breathing Apparatus - it will allow us to swim 

underwater for a few hours.” 

They both examine the device and James exclaims, 

“Scyllis himself could not have done better!” In response to 

our raised eyebrows, he tells us that in the Greek myth, 

Scyllis escaped from an enemy ship by leaping overboard 

and using a hollow reed as a snorkel to remain undetected 

until the enemy ceased looking for him. 

“Scyllis would have loved this gadget,” I say, and 

demonstrate how the gear is worn and used. 

The waves slap gently on the hulls and every now 

and then a tiny whirring of gears sounds as Bit-by-Bit 

maintains our position. Eventually James says, “Thomas. 

Can you take her at sea?” 

“I believe it is feasible. I will need to think on it, 

afore I say for certain. Even then, as you all know, anything 

is possible in battle. But I believe we should use this plan. 

Land-based ambushes are not a sailor’s strength.” 

James nods. He looks at me and asks, “This SCUBA 

gear. Is it complicated to use? Could I, for example, use it?” 

“With a little practice, I am sure you could.” 
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“If I may,” he says, looking carefully at Ses, “if I 

may offer a suggestion?” 

She nods warily. “Is your French,” he says looking at 

me, “the local dialect?” 

I shake my head, “No. It’s probably a little modern 

for this time, and it’s Canadian French at that.”  

James bobs his head slightly, “Any Spanish?” 

I say, “I can understand it quite well, spent some 

time in Chile. Not too fluent, though.” I see where this is 

going. So does Ses. But James carries on masterfully. “May 

I suggest then, that I become the colonel and that you, Josh, 

be my aide. My French is perfect for this occasion, and you 

can always take your lead from me.” 

Ses is indignant, but at the same time the plan’s 

obvious benefits are apparent to us all. She smiles suddenly, 

her whole face lights-up, and she looks at me. “To be 

perfectly honest, luv, I was dreading the night dive. Just 

hate being under water in darkness for that length of time.” 

I nod. James looks grave and I say, “Tell you what, 

James. Tomorrow, in the morning, we will do a practice run 

and you can decide then.” 

He smiles. Thomas says, “An elegant proposal, good 

Doctor. As usual, you have your thinking cap on.” 
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A companionable silence descends. I’m again 

smiling inwardly. Ses can accompany us back to HMS 

Impérieuse and stay aboard while James and I go into San 

Sebastian. It’ll be the next day, the eighteenth, that 

Impérieuse goes into battle. That’s when I’ll have to get her 

back on board Bit-by-Bit. 

I look up eventually and say, “We have a busy day 

ahead. We need to alter the uniforms to fit us, practice with 

the SCUBA gear and rejoin Impérieuse to allow us to get 

close enough to San Sebastian in the evening, to put our 

plan into effect. Perhaps we should retire for the night?” 

They rise, head inside and Ses I clean up the cockpit, 

instruct Bit-by-Bit to maintain a ten mile limit from all 

shipping and retire to bed. 
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Chapter	18	

June 17, 1813 

North Atlantic Ocean  
14 miles SW of  
San Sebastian, Spain. 

0800 hours. 

We rise late, having spent a comfortable night, 

although I was aware at one point of Bit-by-Bit using motors 

more than I would have thought necessary.  

 “Good morning to you both,” says Thomas, as he 

joins us for breakfast. 

He is followed a second later by James. When 

everyone is seated, eating, I say, “BeeBee. Report shipping 

activity from twenty-three hundred yesterday to now.” 
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“Aye, sir. At 0430 a ship was detected heading from 

San Sebastian, approaching at 5 knots. It appeared on the 

radar screen at a range of 2 miles. Impérieuse was the only 

other ship in range, sir.” 

Radar waves don’t bounce well off wood or canvas. 

If the boat had had more metal on her, like a warship does, 

she would have beeped the radar sooner. I look at Thomas 

and say, “That would explain why she needed to accelerate 

so quickly, sometime after we retired.”  

“She will have been a fishing boat, heading out from 

San Sebastian,” says Thomas.  

I say, “BeeBee. Heave-to using sail only.” 

“Aye sir. Heaving-to.” She tacks to port, leaving the 

jib on its starboard tack. The sail loses its wind as she turns 

and then fills from the back. The backwinded sail pushes the 

bow to port and she adjusts the wingsail to counter the 

thrust. We stop dead in the water. “Heaved-to, sir. Motors 

off.”  

“BeeBee. Maintain watch. Notify me and Lieutenant 

Lorimer of any shipping within ten mile limit.” 

She repeats the order and Thomas looks up from the 

table. “I have been thinking on La Clorinde’s escort. I 

believe the operation to be feasible.” 
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We all smile and he adds, “While knowing more 

would be useful, just knowing their strength gives us the 

edge.” 

His smile and quiet assurance produce grins all 

round. 

I mull his need for more information. I have a drone 

onboard. My eye in the sky. Its 4 electric fans inaudible 

from 100 feet away. But to avoid detection it’d need to be 

up around a thousand feet. And then its VHF feed will 

probably be cut off by Isla St Clara. Thing will crash into 

our target and… 

James interrupts my thoughts. “That is good news, 

indeed Thomas. And I have been thinking, too. You said we 

would swim into San Sebastian. To escape detection when 

we approach in the boat, how close will we be when you 

and I must leap into the water and swim the rest of the way? 

Swimming is not my forté.” 

I look at Thomas, who says, “We can approach to a 

few hundred yards of the mouth of the bay at night, there 

will be little moon at that time. But if I remember rightly, to 

get in to port, you will have to swim further. A half mile in 

all, perhaps a little more.” 
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James looks doubtful. I nod. “You will ride, James, 

not swim. I have on board an underwater sled. Powered by 

electricity.” 

James smiles. “A ride. Underwater.” They shake their 

heads. 

I say. “I must plug the sled’s batteries in to ensure 

they are fully charged for the night. I will be back in a 

moment.” Walk to the starboard forepeak, open the hatch, 

climb in and plug the sled into the outlet. It’s green charging 

light illuminates. 

We spend the rest of breakfast reviewing and fine-

tuning the plan. We rise from the table to carry our dishes 

into the galley. Thomas insists on washing-up while James 

and I retire to our cabins to try on the uniforms. 

We enter the salon with James holding his pants legs 

up to prevent him tripping. Ses made the colonel’s uniform 

with me in mind: the jacket’s shoulders slump on his arms 

and the crotch of the pants hangs like a modern youth’s. My 

uniform was made for Ses and I can’t fit into it at all so I 

hand it to her. She disappears and comes back with her 

sewing-kit. 

She kneels next to James and pins his uniform. He 

retires below, returns a few moments later and hands the 
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uniform across. Ses sits at the table and begins her 

alterations. 

I say, “While Ses is busy with that, perhaps we 

should have our first SCUBA lesson, James?” 

“If I may,” says Thomas. “May I participate? I would 

like to see what it’s like to be able to stay under the water 

for longer than I can hold my breath.” 

I lead them outside and open the cockpit lazarette. 

Picking the largest wetsuit, I hold it up against Thomas and 

say, “This may do, Thomas. Why don’t you try it on?” 

“But,” he says, blushing, “the damn thing will be 

skin tight, will it not? I may as well be wearing nothing.” 

But he accepts the suit. I hand one to James and show them 

both how to wear them. 

Take out three tanks, regulators, buoyancy 

compensator devices, masks, snorkels and fins. And two 

coils of nylon rope.  

I demonstrate the equipment and explain the theory 

of diving. They retire below to change and I do the same 

standing in the cockpit. They return with towels modestly 

draped around their middles. I help each man don his gear, 

run through the procedure again to ensure that they will be 

comfortable wearing and using it. Pick up the coils of rope. 
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We walk down the starboard transom steps, sit on the swim 

platform and I put their feet into flippers. Slip mine on. 

“BeeBee,” I say, “Intentionally leaving boat. Until 

further notice, deactivate man overboard procedures.” 

“Aye sir. Check my bottom will you sir? I think its 

fouled.” 

We all laugh as Ses explains how to rephrase her 

statement. 

Demonstrate how to roll off the boat backwards into 

the sea. They copy my movements. I tie each man to me 

with the ropes and say, “We’ll start tethered to me like this 

because the experience can be a little disorienting.” 

They each test the knot attaching the line to 

themselves and I show them how to rinse the mask in 

seawater to prevent condensation. Put my mask on and wait 

while they do the same. Lift mine to say, “Press the mask 

against your face with one hand, and then breathe in deeply 

through your nose and exhale through your mouth. If you 

have a watertight seal, the mask will tighten against your 

face. Because we cannot easily speak to each other, you use 

this signal to convey that all is well, or not.” 

Hold my arm out, rotate my wrist to show thumb up 

and down. Put my mask on and they both indicate a thumbs 

down. 
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“I was afraid of this. It’s the beards. You will see that 

I have mine trimmed short and sometimes even that doesn’t 

work. I have a solution we can try. Hold a moment.” 

Climb up the swim ladder onto the stern platform, 

take my gear off and walk up the steps to the cockpit. Cut-

off date for Vaseline? Paraffin, the original source of the 

multi-hyrdocarbons, was discovered on some of America’s 

earliest oil rigs. So perhaps eighteen fifties. Beyond 

Thomas, then, but who knows about James? I’ll just say put 

some of this on. 

Return with a jar of it and put some on my own 

beard and moustache. Hold my mask up to each man as a 

mirror, to aid in applying it to himself. Strap on my gear. 

Roll off the boat and surface and we all do the mask routine 

again. This time, thumbs up. I help them insert their 

regulators and we float for a while on the surface. 

They both start off on their backs, but after a few 

seconds, Thomas rolls over and hangs face down in the 

water, his arms outstretched. James looks over and his head 

nods in agreement. He rolls onto his stomach. They both 

begin turning themselves, moving forward and backward, 

using their arms as oars. I tug on their tethers and they turn 

and head back to me. 
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I spit the regulator out and lift the mask. “You are 

both doing well. The fins, the flippers on your feet, will 

work better if you move your legs vertically rather than like 

frogs. As if you were climbing a flight of stairs, but with 

your legs locked from the hip. I will show you in a moment, 

because we’re going to try a little dive.” 

They both nod and give a thumbs up. 

“The fancy vests you are wearing are inflated and 

deflated using this control. You are weighted of course, and 

if the vests were empty you would sink beneath the surface. 

When you wish to rise, you pump air in like this. Out like 

this to sink.” 

We form a circle, each floating vertically, slowly 

raising and lowering our bodies. They appear calm and I 

spit my regulator out and say, “Okay, time to visit Neptune’s 

world.” 

We slowly lower ourselves beneath the surface. True 

to their callings, Thomas makes a beeline for Bit-by-Bit ’s 

stern while James looks at the marine life drifting past. Oh 

fuck! The screws! Josef Ressel invents them in Austria only 

thirteen years from now. But it’s too late, for Thomas floats 

in the water, his hands gently waving at his sides, keeping 

him stationary in front of the starboard propeller. His mask 

is inches from its highly-polished alloy. And then a glimmer 
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of hope. I quickly tug on his rope and he whirls in surprise. 

I beckon him to me. He kicks his feet and glides towards 

me. He seems embarrassed, his body twisted a little away 

from me. But I think we’re okay - the props were feathered. 

Their blades folded in onto the shafts to reduce drag. All he 

saw was a cone of metal. Good on you BeeBee. 

We swim slowly away from Bit-by-Bit, a few feet 

below the surface. The two men keep abreast of each other, 

fifteen feet behind me. The first time I dived below my boat, 

far from land, I was astonished at my human arrogance. I’d 

thought I was alone on the ocean. 

Fourteen miles offshore, the seabed here is too deep 

for us to explore today. But the shelf shoals here and the 

sunlight touches its pale sandy bottom (as the chart labelled 

it) about fifty feet below us. Blue water on top, shading to 

dark green near the sand, and visibility is good. Plankton 

everywhere: brilliantly coloured wisps of life drifting by. So 

delicate, many would shatter without the water’s support. 

Long delicate strings of yellow and green, like autumn 

leaves. Fantastic forms of assembled parts: square, round, 

triangular blobs, in bursts of red and gold and purple. Their 

structures twisted, parts slowly flapping in the currents. 

Like watching Salvador Dali at work. 
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A Venus girdle floats by. Its two-feet long, three-inch 

wide strip of cells curling into two ram’s horns at its ends. 

Locked forever about to butt. Until a species floats by with 

a hunger for girdles, that is. I stop swimming and look 

about, checking for anything with a hunger for three 

rubberized men. Two Barracuda hang stationary on the 

fringe of visibility. Six feet long they look like two 

burnished sword blades reflecting the sunlight. They turn in 

unison to face me. And then a flick of tail and they flash 

toward me and are gone behind me before I can even turn 

my head. From zero to sixty in a single bite.  

A school of sardines swims into view. A solid wall of 

silver fish snaking its way past us. They move as one giant 

organism, every fish in unison, wheeling around Bit-by-Bit 

and diving in the currents like a choreographed ballet. The 

giant snake of fish writhes by for a full ten minutes before 

its tail disappears out of sight. There must be a million of 

them - a school before we used power to pick the oceans 

clean. 

James and Thomas hover spell bound. Their hands 

make little paddling motions to maintain their desired 

positions and they float in the water, bodies tilted about 

forty-five degrees downward, faces turning from side to 

side. They’re not touching the plankton and that’s probably 
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a good thing. I’m no marine life expert. Know what I can 

eat and many forms of plankton do sustain a hungry person 

(their oily and strong fishy taste not to my liking). But 

poisons, shocks and bites lurk at sea. When in someone 

else’s realm, tread carefully. 

I turn and head back to the boat, signalling them to 

join me and they reluctantly nod. I give BeeBee’s bottoms a 

cursory check and decide she’s full of it. The new 

undercoating I used is still barnacle free. 

 I help them up one at a time and then climb up 

myself. Take the shower from its compartment and rinse the 

salt water off all the gear, handing up each piece as I finish 

it to Thomas standing above me. 

“The luxury of making water at will,” he says. “You 

cannot imagine what that means to me, Josh. There have 

been times in my life when I have very nearly died of thirst. 

Some of my crew have.” 

I incline my head. “Like all things in life Thomas, it 

comes at a cost. The pump that forces the seawater through 

the membrane draws a great deal of power. There are times 

when we cannot use it, but we do store four hundred gallons 

of fresh water in a tank in each hull. The tanks are in her 

bilges. Ballast to help keep her weight low.” 
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He nods, “Life is a constant compromise, is it not?” 

he says quietly. And then he coughs and says in almost a 

whisper, “Josh. Forgive me for sneaking a glance at Bit-by-

Bit’s stern. Didn’t plan to. Found myself drawn there like a 

magnet. But do not fear. For the life of me I could not 

understand the operating principle.” 

“It’s okay, Thomas. I should have requested you 

specifically to not investigate. I will not illuminate the 

device any further and thus no harm done. Truly it is 

insignificant.” 

He says thank-you quietly, turns and climbs the steps 

to the cockpit to join James. And I follow.  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Chapter	19	

June 17, 1813 

North Atlantic Ocean  
14 miles SW of  
San Sebastian, Spain. 

1200 hours. 

The men stand in their wetsuits no longer 

embarrassed by their bodies’ slinky covering. They smile 

broadly, discussing the experience with passionate voices, 

faces flushed. 

I wait for a lull and say, “Well done gentlemen. You 

did well adapting to the technology. It must have been a 

surprise to see the world so clearly beneath the surface. I’m 

guessing that your eyes have always been exposed to the 

water when swimming?” 
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James shakes his head, “I have never personally used 

what I believe are called swim goggles. But I saw a pair in 

Persia which apparently dated back to the fourteenth 

century. Made from polished tortoise shells. The pearl 

divers use them. But this mask, as you call it, defies belief. 

Such clarity and such comfort!” 

“Indeed,” says Thomas. “I could have stayed down 

there for days. And would have enjoyed doing so.” 

I nod slowly, amazed at gadgets which we regard as 

modern but which date back so far. And then I smile and 

add, “I’m glad you enjoyed the dive. The two of you are 

both clearly descendants of Poseidon, for you took to the 

underwater world like two of his children.”  

“It would not be difficult to be a son of Poseidon,” 

says James. 

We both look at him and he says, “Like his brother 

Zeus, Poseidon held great power over women. He sired 

countless children. The story of his loves is an interesting 

read.” 

We laugh, and James turns serious. “Although I’m 

sure the adventure will tell differently at night, I believe I 

will be fine accompanying you this evening. But pray tell, 

how will we find our way underwater? Of course,” he 

carries on without waiting for my answer, “I am sure you 
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have a device to accomplish this easily. I will simply tie 

myself to you and we will float in like two of those silver 

Sphyraena Barracuda we saw.” 

We turn towards the salon as Ses comes out to the 

cockpit. She hands us each a towel and we dry our feet and 

enter the salon. Ses clears her sewing materials off the table, 

the uniforms laid out on the cushions. I suggest showers and 

ask the men to rinse the salt off their wetsuits. We retire to 

change. 

James and I appear in our French Army uniforms. 

Ses has spread lunch on the cockpit table, along with a 

bottle of chilled Chardonnay dated 2016, from the Sterling 

Vineyard in the USA. 

“Never before have I drunk a wine so much afore its 

time,” says Thomas smiling. 

We laugh. James says, “May I compliment you, Ses, 

on your seamstress skills? If I say so myself, I make a fine 

French colonel. It is easy to see why they will lose the war. 

If I am made colonel after ten minutes in uniform, their 

ranks must be in a sorry state.” 

James and I walk to our cabins to change back into 

our own clothes and we return quickly to the salon. We pack 

the uniforms into a canvas sack and place it near the salon 

door. We sit and quickly eat our lunch of cold cuts, smoked 
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salmon, cream cheese and bagels.  In between mouthfuls, I 

say, “BeeBee. Sail to within six miles of Impérieuse. Report 

on Stack.” 

“Aye, sir. Sailing to 6 miles from Impérieuse. ETA 

will be 30 minutes from now. Stack at 75%. Executing 

orders. Out.” 

We eat steadily and then clear the table and wash up. 

While Thomas packs their bags into the cutter, Ses and I 

load the gear we need for Plan C. We check each item off 

against our list, stowing the equipment in canvas sacks to 

avoid it being seen by Impérieuse’s crew. 

“Uniforms,” I say. Load the canvas sack with them 

into a large watertight bag. 

“Weapons?” she asks. 

“The spear-guns and knives for the swim. I will take 

my Kumité sword in a standard scabbard.” 

“Are you sure you don’t want a gun?” 

I look over at James. He says, “It would be 

customary for us to carry pistols. We will take two each 

from Impérieuse.” 

I look at both of them and nod uncertainly. When 

they look at me, I say, “I don’t really like guns. I mean I like 

guns well enough, but I don’t like the idea of shooting one 

at people. I prefer to use my own weapons.” 
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“Forgive me, Josh,” says Thomas as he returns and 

places his bags on the cabin sole. “You usually express 

yourself with crystal clarity, but you have lost me. What 

weapons do you have in mind? Why is it you cannot shoot a 

gun? I would a thought all Navy personnel are trained in 

weapons.” 

“Josh is the best shot in Pompey,” says Ses. “He 

never misses, and you are right, we have all been trained in 

the use of weapons. Your family, luv?” 

I nod. “My parents and sister were shot when I was a 

boy.” 

Thomas nods sadly. James says gently, “I will carry 

the pistols then.” He breaks off as Ses extracts the sword 

from its lacquered black scabbard. For a moment, its forty-

inch blade gleams in the sun, its intricate engraving 

reflecting on the coach-house ceiling.  

As Ses makes to slide it into a standard French army 

scabbard, James says, leaning forward for a closer look, 

“What an astonishing sword. May I?” She hands it to him. 

James sits back, and he and Thomas examine the 

blade. “I doubt I have ever seen finer workmanship,” says 

Thomas, holding it to the light. “The balance is perfect,” 

hefting it by the handle. “This must be modern?” 
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“Actually,” I reply. “It was made sometime in the 

sixteenth century.”  

They gasp, look at it again, and I continue, “It was 

made for a Samurai warrior by a master craftsman in 

Japan.” 

“I’ve heard of those people,” says James. “There 

must be a story attached to this sword. Do you know any of 

it?” 

Embarrassed, I look at Ses and she nods. I leave the 

salon to ensure that all of Bit-by-Bit’s hatches and ports are 

closed. Behind me, Ses says, “A contest is held in Japan 

each year in which people fight with their hands and feet, 

sometimes to the death. It is called The Kumité. This sword 

was awarded the winner in 1985, a man who later became 

the Navy self-defence instructor at the base in Pompey. He, 

well, he sort of adopted Josh when he was training him, and 

he gave him the sword.” 

I walk to the port bow and check the port forepeak 

hatch is firmly locked. Check the base of the mast to ensure 

the lines are cleated securely. Return a few minutes later 

and the two men look at me. Thomas says, “So when you 

said your own weapons, you meant your hands and feet. 

Although, from what Ses says, you can manage the sword 

well enough.” 
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“Can we go back to loading the cutter?” I say, red-

faced. We pack four hand-held VHF radios into the canvas 

sack. I say, “The sled is heavy. Could one of you gentlemen 

give me a hand please?” 

Thomas follows me out on deck, round to the 

starboard forepeak locker. I open the hatch, climb in and 

say, “If you would just take this handle here, Thomas. I will 

push while you pull.” 

I can do this solo with the spinnaker winch, but this 

will be quicker. We can carry it to the cutter and put it in 

directly. Thomas nods, leans down and grasps the handles. 

To my astonishment, he straightens up and pulls the sled out 

of the locker without my assistance. He turns, walks heavily 

to the cutter and lowers it into the boat, which sinks an inch. 

I stare at him as he returns from he cutter. “But that 

sled weighs almost two hundred pounds!”  

“It will be lighter in the water, in course. But why, 

pray, does it weigh so much?” 

“The batteries that store the electricity are heavy.” 

He looks puzzled and shrugs. We return to the salon. 

Ses says, looking at her list, “Josh, if you won’t take 

a gun, will you at least wear a vest?” 

“I can’t wear one under the wetsuit.” 
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“Josh, that’s total bullshit!” she exclaims and both 

our guests blush. “Sorry, gentlemen, but he can be 

exasperating.” 

“If it will pleases you,” I say. 

She takes one from the locker.  The two men smile. 

Ses says, “You guys. Always making out it’s the woman. 

You would not do anything I asked you to, unless you 

wished it so.” 

She’s looking at me and, without thinking, I say, 

“You’re flat out wrong there. A man will do anything a 

woman asks him to, if he thinks it’s foreplay.” 

She throws the vest at me and I duck and it smashes 

into the counter top, shattering a glass. She blushes and we 

all laugh. 

I look around, lock the cabin’s hatches and say, 

“BeeBee. We are all intentionally leaving the boat. After we 

depart you will return to remaining ten miles from 

Impérieuse, all shipping and the watch. You will use sail 

unless you need motors for any reason.” 

“Aye, sir. Will sail to 10 miles from Impérieuse, all 

shipping and the watch. Will maintain position sailing when 

possible. And sir, may I wish our guests farewell?” 

“BeeBee, go ahead.” 

!218



“Captain Lord Cochrane and Doctor Guthrie. It was 

a great honour to have you aboard. May God set a flower on 

your heads. Good luck on your mission, Captain Rick and 

Lieutenant Lorimer. Please return safely – it gets lonely here 

without you. Thank you sir.” 

“A garrulous wench at times,” I say as we climb into 

the cutter. Thomas and I rig it and we push off. Bit-by-Bit’s 

wing whirs, she rotates, and she sails silently away, her twin 

wakes white feathers across the flashing sea. 

Thomas and James sit quietly, their gazes on the 

wake gurgling by. Ses, too, is far away in thought. 

Tonight’s adventure looms. I’m worried about James. 

Night dives are indeed a different tale, as he surmised. One 

usually works up to them, tackling them only when 

comfortable under water. And if we make it safely into San 

Sebastian, I’ll be parading about on Spanish soil wearing a 

French Army uniform. A spy. Shot on sight if detected. 

Hope I don’t get us both killed with a stupid mistake. James’ 

remark about my French rings in my head. Will I even 

understand the local form of it? It’s too late now for second 

thoughts, but one thing is certain: I’m pleased it will be 

James with me and not Ses. At least he speaks Spanish and 

French and knows his way around. 
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Thomas turns to gaze behind us, to where Bit-by-Bit 

is almost hull down on the horizon, her mast just visible in 

the sunlight. “You cannot, I’m sure, understand what this 

visit has done to me.” He says. “I thank you both from the 

bottom of me heart, for if I live to be eighty, I will never 

forget what you have shown us this past four and twenty 

hours.” 

He lives to be eighty-five and on a late November 

day in London, two-hundred and three years from now, Ses 

and I, on our second date, will salute his grave in 

Westminster Abbey. Thomas steers us towards his ship and 

we fall silent again, the only sounds a slight creak from the 

rig and the wake’s sibilant song along the sides.  
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Chapter	20	

June 17, 1813 

North Atlantic Ocean  
10 miles SW of  
San Sebastian, Spain. 

1520 hours. 

Impérieuse’s masts prick the horizon, followed a 

little later by her hull. As we sail closer her masts and 

rigging merge into black pyramids. Closer still and the 

Bosun’s pipe pitches across the gap. A call I don't know. I 

look questioningly at Thomas and he says, "Captain 

returning." 

I turn once more to the ship. Men line the rail, I'm 

sure eager for another glimpse of Ses. The first woman they 

have seen in two months. Columbus, on making landfall in 
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the Caribbean islands, named one with two irregular, 

lumpish hills, Virgin Gorda. Ses, on these guys? There's a 

lot to be said for discipline and the Captain’s iron hand. 

 Thomas steers for her larboard side. We hook on. 

Ses ascends on the Bosun’s chair and James and Thomas 

climb to the deck. I pull the canvas cover’s ropes firmly 

against the sled. Grab the sacks containing the equipment 

and uniforms, and follow them up the rope ladder. 

Thomas touches his hat, returning the Midshipman’s 

salute. “Mister Mapleton, appoint a sentry. No one to board 

the cutter. And I do mean no one, do you hear?” 

“Aye, aye, my Lord. A sentry to guard the cutter. No 

one to go aboard.” 

Thomas orders Mr. Brown to make sail and head 

towards San Sebastian, to arrive just after sundown. We 

follow Thomas to his cabin. Eight bells strike, and the 

watch changes: feet pound overhead, hammocks bump on 

the companionway stairs beyond the door, and marine rifles 

rap on the deck. Our hosts excuse themselves and we sit on 

the stern locker, turned towards each other, looking out the 

gallery at our wake. It begins a few hundred yards astern, 

the distance travelled since she made sail. From the horizon 

to its frothy beginning, deep blue sea and then our white 

trail begins. Our interference trail again. If Ses and I left 
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now, the impact of our visit would be minimal. We could go 

back and read their histories to see how they’d reacted: easy 

for Thomas - there’s a great deal on him. No luck for James 

though; there’s nothing on him now. Unless he gets seized 

with GLG and applies what we've shown him to become 

rich and famous. No chance. The man’s character is there in 

his handshake, eye and behaviour. Its all idle speculation 

anyhow; there’s no turning back now.  

Ses looks me straight in the eye. “Changing the 

world, bit by bit, remember? You better come back, you 

hear? This is not what I wanted; it’s why I cooked up that 

wretched plan C. To be with you when you go into action.” 

She pulls my head towards her and kisses me slowly. 

After some time I say, “I will, love. I will. James will be 

there to take care of me - he’s been around this block a few 

times. And his French and Spanish are better than mine. It is 

better this way.” 

“I know. Just take care. And wear the vest.” 

“It may not fit under the uniform.” 

We try, but the uniform is an inch too snug.  

“No matter,” she says. “I’ll let the seams out quickly. 

Sentry! Kipper for a sewing-kit please.” 

A short time later Kipper appears. His kit is 

embroided with a skilful reproduction of Pallas, her pennant 

!223



wrapping around the bag, the initials LTC in a scroll. He 

looks about, clutches the kit to his chest and says, “Pardon, 

me lady, sir. Ee’s not ‘ere, then?” 

“He, Kipper?” I ask. “Do you mean Lord Cochrane?” 

“In course, ah do. Sir,” he adds as an afterthought. 

“Which it’s always ‘im wants the bloody kit. Gets it back, 

ah do, always in sich a Goddamned mess – needles all ahoo, 

threads awry….” 

“It’s me who wants the kit, Kipper. May I borrow it 

please?” 

He looks at Ses suspiciously, “Me lady wants me kit? 

Good Lord. What, ‘ere? Now?” 

She smiles and gently pries it from his hands, saying, 

“I promise I will keep it in good order, Kipper. I shall bless 

each article for you.” 

He allows it to slip from his grasp, bows his head 

and leaves, muttering, “A man-a-war is nary a place for a 

woman.” 

While Ses lets out the seams, I check and repack the 

wetsuits into two bags. Our weapons go into another, along 

with the nightvision gear, the sled’s sonar scope, homing 

signal and the watch, two ounces of C4 and a detonator into 

a fourth. In another bag I place the radio transmitter and 

receiver, and pack some of these bags into a dry-sack. I take 
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Ses’ envelope and insert it into a large Zip-Loc bag, seal it, 

put it in the dry-sack, and close its mouth tightly. Pack all of 

these bags into two canvas sacks. They look like regular 

bags. I tightly roll up a large empty canvas sack with a 

drawstring, add it to one of the canvas bags and cinch 

everything shut. 

Thomas and James appear. James dressed as the 

colonel with two silver-and-ivory handled pistols in his belt. 

Thomas says, “It is time, Josh.” 

“Here, love,” says Ses, handing me the 

commandant’s uniform. 

I strip. Put on the vest. Dress in the uniform and clip 

on the scabbard’s belt. Thomas checks us both over 

carefully. He looks at me and says, “You do know, do you 

not, that dressed as you are, you will be treated as spies. He 

knows you will be shot,” he says, pointing at James. “I wish 

to ensure, you do, too.” 

I say, “I do, Thomas. Thank you for your concern.” 

He nods and carries on, “I could wish you did not 

have to take these off to put on your wetsuits in the cutter, 

and then dress in the dark in San Sebastian. You will check 

each other over, will you not? When you reach the light?” 
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“You know we could not parade out on deck in the 

wetsuits and flippers for all love,” says James. “It must be 

this way. Come. It is time.”  

We leave the cabin and stand on the starboard main 

deck. Thomas climbs to the quarterdeck and issues his 

orders to Mr. Brown. 

The horizon cuts the sun’s blood red circle: the top 

smoky violet, the bottom a rusty gash across the sea. San 

Sebastian, four miles ahead, is dark. The lights flicker in the 

fort perched high above. A calm night, the moon a glimmer 

in the east, the wind a soft breeze. 

Thomas joins us on the main deck and we cross to 

the larboard side. He dismisses the sentry on guard. The 

Bosun’s chair is rigged for Ses, the rope ladder thrown for 

us. 

We descend into the cutter. Rig the mast and bend on 

the sails. Thomas steers us directly towards San Sebastian. 

We settle in, the blackened sails close-hauled to catch the 

wind. We sit silently. Cassius’s grandfather Gabe, on the eve 

of the Battle of Vittorio, recorded in his diary, I claim no 

community of feeling with those persons, who have not 

experienced, on the eve of battle, some awkward 

sensations…. Yeah, I can relate to that. But I believe the 

plan is good. We’re prepared. Time is right. 
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Ses stares at me, her mouth tight, eyes slightly moist. 

I lean across and take her hand. She squeezes mine in 

return. James and Thomas sit quietly, apparently indifferent 

to the approaching events. Until I notice the raised sinews 

on Thomas’s arm. He glances at James, who smiles back 

calmly. 

We sail on. A half a mile from the harbour mouth, 

Thomas rounds the boat up into the wind and I back-wind 

the jib to heave us to. 

“Thankee kindly, Josh,” says Thomas quietly. 

James and I stand. I strip off the uniform and there’s 

a moment’s confusion before Ses pointedly turns her head. 

James removes his. We slip into our wetsuits. Thomas asks, 

“What do you wish for the sled?” 

“It will float,” I reply quietly. “Let us put it in the 

water.” 

While I pack the uniforms and pistols into the dry-

sack, Thomas ties the cutter’s painter to the sled. Once 

again, he lifts it unaided and lowers it into the water with 

nary a splash.  I help James into his SCUBA gear, don my 

own, clip the watch around my wrist and carefully lower 

myself over the gunwale. 

“I’ll pass you the gear,” Ses says. 
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“Start with the sonar scope, please.” I clip it to the 

sled. “Now the sled’s homing device, the little transponder.” 

Click it into place on the centre of the handlebars. “The 

nightvision gear.” Open a box on the handlebars and put the 

units in. Take the dry-sack and its uniforms and put it into a 

box on the back of the sled. Add the large empty canvas bag 

to another. We strap on our sheath knives. I check that the 

spear guns are ready to unclick from their mountings on the 

sled.  

“When you’re ready, James, I am.” I pull myself up 

to the boat’s rail and lean in to kiss Ses briefly. She pushes 

my head away gently and says, “Go. And come back a hero. 

I love you.” 

“I love you,” I say to her and glance at Thomas. 

His teeth flash white in the dull light. He shakes my 

hand and says, “For Glory. And for His and Her Majesties.” 

He shakes James’s hand. They hug.  I climb across the 

sled’s chassis to take the starboard seat. Right hand drive.  

Thomas picks James up and lowers him onto the sled as if 

he were a delicate tea-cup. “You listen to this admirable 

Lady, do you hear?” 

I settle James on the sled, tie his web belt to the 

frame with a short length of line. Tie myself on. I look up at 

the cutter and say softly, “We will be waiting here for you 
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exactly ten hours from now. Ses, the radio equipment is in 

that bag in the forward locker. Remember to take it with you 

on board Impérieuse, and to bring it back with you when 

you collect us. The homing device will be on, you will have 

no trouble finding us. If you listen in on channel nine, I’ll 

let you know if we run into trouble. The radio’s range is 

four miles, though. You’ll have to wait until early morning 

to listen in, on your way back here. Everyone okay?” 

Thomas and Ses nod and I turn to James and say 

quietly, “Ready to rock and roll?” 

“Will it be a bumpy ride?” 

“Sorry. An expression. Ready for action?” 

He nods. I push us away from the cutter’s side, store 

the painter and twist the throttle. A slight meshing of cogs 

and we edge away.  

Its warm and our wetsuits are dry, comfortable in the 

apparent wind created by our forward passage. The stars 

brilliant overhead. Brighter than I remember. Before we 

pumped two hundreds years of shit up there.  

Le Castille, the fort housing the French Garrison, 

ahead and high up to port. Its heavy guns sighted on the 

channel we’re aiming for. Ahead and to starboard, Isla St. 

Clara. A dark cone shaped mountain squashing the island 
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thin and flat. The harbour lies between the back of the 

island and Ondaretta Beach. 

The empty black stretch of water between the island 

and the mainland must be the harbour entrance. I take a 

bearing with the watch. We motor on, the two of us looking 

about. We have the masks on, regulators hanging near our 

mouths. We’re not talking, and I glance at James. He’s 

relaxed, his hands loose on the bars. Seems calm enough. 

He’s looking at the side of the sled, at the sea sliding by 

with no sail or rower in sight. He shakes his head. From his 

perspective our modern lives are powered by a limitless 

supply of electricity. And BeeBee is just that. What if we 

somehow zipped from right now to our time without 

burning though the next two hundred years sucking on 

tailpipes? 

We’re a tiny boat, everything aboard including us 

black. Almost silent at five knots, we should be invisible 

from a hundred feet on this moonless night. But when I 

glance behind us, our wake is a trail of phosphorescence, 

white on the dark sea. We’re now three hundred yards from 

my bearing, perhaps four hundred yards from the sentries up 

in the fort’s lookout posts. 

I bring the sled to a stop slowly to avoid a splash. 

Turn to James and say quietly, “We are about to submerge.” 
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He nods. I put the regulator in my mouth. Watch him do the 

same. He breathes and exhales and signs thumbs up. I turn 

his right shoulder to allow access to his BCD control and 

adjust his buoyancy to prevent him floating off the sled. 

Give him the thumbs up and he leans forward and grasps the 

handlebars. The wetsuit on his right arm bulges slightly. He 

does have nerves. 

Blow the sled’s tanks. A few bubbles, but it’s a 

stealthy release of air, and we slowly lower into the sea. The 

water rises and the sea blacks out the world. 
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Chapter	21	

June 17, 1813 

North Atlantic Ocean  
.1 miles W of  
San Sebastian, Spain. 

1800 hours. 

I twist the throttle and we glide forward. Stabilize 

the pressure at six feet below the surface. Switch on the 

sonar display and aim it ahead midships. A series of dark 

contour lines appear on the pale green screen. This is s a 

strange way to move across the planet. The water gurgles 

by, but there’s no smell, no wind, no vibration and no sense 

of progress; the only moving image the undulating lines on 

the screen. 
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I glance at James. Within the sonar’s reflected glow, 

he’s fixated on the screen. He nods after a time as he 

understands what he’s seeing. About fifteen minutes later 

the watch glows. I show it to James: HM 10, it reads. He 

shakes his head and shrugs. 

I stop the sled, angle the bow up to monitor the 

surface of the water and rotate us through a circle. No 

vessels bearing down on us. I open the valve to pump air 

into the tanks and we rise slowly, pausing to reduce the risk 

of splashing. We stop with our heads about one foot below 

the surface and I stand in the stirrups, push my mask above 

the surface and quickly peer around the compass. All clear, 

so I bring us up a few feet, until just the sled is beneath the 

waves. We spit out the regulators and I whisper, “Harbour 

Mouth is ten yards ahead. We are taking a cautious look.” 

“Speak French,” he says harshly in French. When I 

correct myself, he says quietly, “I apologize. That was 

abrupt, but I am finding this disconcerting. I am glad of two 

things, my young friend. One is that you are driving this 

contraption. For I,” looking around, “have no concept of 

where we are. And two that I did not attempt to swim this 

distance. You would be dragging my corpse by now.” 

“Oui, mon Colonel. I see nothing, but will check 

with the nightvision.” 

!234



I take a set from the box on the handlebars. Switch 

on and focus. The bay’s entrance is directly ahead. To our 

right, the Isla St. Clara a silhouette against the lights of the 

town, white surf booming on the rocks at its base. 

Up in the fort, movement on the ramparts. I point to 

it and say softly, “Sentries, up there. Eleven o’clock.” James 

nods, looks and shrugs his shoulders. 

Replace the nightvision with my mask and put the 

regulator in my mouth. When James does the same, I open 

the valve and blow the tanks. The waterline rises slowly and 

we are once more in darkness. The watch displays a dead 

reckoning calculated to take us to the port’s entrance. 

There is a counterclockwise current in the bay, 

towards the back of Isla St. Clara. The chart labelled it 

simply that with no more detail. It will tend to push us a 

little further in, perhaps past the gap in the port’s outer wall. 

Correcting a few degrees to port to allow for the drift, I 

slow to a crawl. A few minutes later, I adjust the angle of 

the scope up. I’m relieved to see the gap in the wall 

appearing as two sets of vertical contour lines, opening to 

port. The current is stronger than anticipated. I power up, 

turning harder to take us through the angle between the two 

outer walls. To minimize the risk of colliding with a deep 
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draft vessel entering or leaving port, I accelerate through the 

gap almost scraping the bottom. 

Click the watch to the stored route, reflecting the 

compass bearings and distances from my charts and survey. 

We creep into the harbour at one knot. Ninety-degrees left, 

fifteen meters to pass the dry-dock basin wall, and we’re in 

the inner basin. Ninety degrees around the wall, five meters 

to pass its inside edge, and finally a right of eighty-five 

degrees. We run in, parallel with the dry-dock’s walls on 

either side of us. The keels of trawlers undergoing repair 

slide by. Dark bulbous shapes of barnacled wood. The sea-

bottom slopes up towards the curtain wall supporting the 

Puerta del la Mar, the Gateway to the Sea. 

Angling in towards the pier, we close to within a few 

yards of a piling. I switch off the thruster and we stop. The 

sled settles slowly on the seabed as its tanks deflate. I 

switch on the homing device. Take the canvas bag with the 

C4 and its detonator, and sling it over my shoulder. Attach 

the empty canvas bag to my web-belt, grab the dry-sack, tie 

it to my web-belt and attach the weapons in their bags.  

James still sits on the sled, his hands locked to the 

handlebars. I untie the line tying myself to the sled, 

dismount and push the bow and stern anchors into the silt on 

the bottom of the dock. Return to the sled and feel for the 
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line securing James. With its bitter end in my hand I 

squeeze his shoulder and tug on the line. He dismounts 

stiffly. I tie his tether to me, put his hand on my shoulder to 

guide him in the darkness, turn and lead the way feeling 

cautiously in front. I grope my way forward. We pass the 

keel of a dory resting on the seabed, aground on the low 

tide. Its planking is slippery with algae and our fin induced 

duck walk makes progress slow. We stumble on until my 

hand encounters a slimy wooden piling. We turn left and 

walk up the hill towards the edge of the basin, past the 

pilings supporting the pier. The posts, wiggly shadows of 

light in the water, and gray wooden poles above rising into 

the night. The ground is uneven and we slip and lurch along. 

I feel a steadily growing pressure from James’s hand. I 

squeeze his hand, stop and turn his head to look up. The 

lights from the town reflect on the surface of the water 

above our heads. We are less than three feet below the 

surface. His hand loosens, and we resume our slow duck 

walk up the steepening slope. 

When my head is about to break the surface, I stop, 

turn and put my face in front of James. Motion for him to 

wait. He nods. I face forward, stoop and walk. Close my 

eyes, remove the mask and raise my head slowly till my 

nose clears the water. A stench hits me and I almost gag. 
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Open my eyes: rubbish and bloated objects float nearby. 

Trying to ignore the smell, I look around. We are where I 

expected to be, but people stand on the wall at the point we 

will emerge from the dry-dock. 

I walk forward, pull on the rope and James comes 

up, spits out the regulator and whips off his mask. “Jesus, 

Mary and Joseph,” he says in English. 

He breathes rapidly and I hold his arm, supporting 

him. Lean in and whisper in French, “Well done, James, a 

truly splendid feat. The terrors of the deep are never so near 

as when they lurk in the dark. Well done, good Doctor, you 

are indeed a brave man.” 

His breathing returns to normal and he looks around. 

Putting his mouth close to my ear he whispers in French, 

“Thankee kindly for that. I doubt I have ever been more 

terrified. I felt like a prisoner in Hades’ hands.” He shivers 

and looks around again. 

“Josh. Do you know where we are?” 

“I do. But we have a problem. There are sentries on 

the top of the port sea-wall. I planned for us to simply walk 

up the dry-dock till we are out of the water, change in a 

shadow, climb the stairs and walk in at the Puerta de la 

Mar.” 

“Aye. I see what you mean.” 
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“There are other stairs cut in around the basin. But 

they too are likely to have a sentry, not so?” 

“Aye,” he pauses. “How did you propose to deal with 

the sentry at the gate?” 

“I hoped he might not challenge anyone coming from 

the port, as all arrivals would presumably have given the 

correct signals to gain the harbour. If he is challenging 

people as they pass, I planned a little diversion.” 

“A diversion? But no, tell me that later. You feel they 

will challenge us now, for we have not gained our 

entrance?” 

“Yeah. Precisely.” 

“I believe I may have a way of dealing with that, but 

it would be well to prepare your diversion.” 

“Carry on, good Doctor. But let us begin by placing 

the gear in this bag.” I unclip the large bag from my belt and 

open its drawstring wide. We put flippers, sheath knives, 

masks and SCUBA equipment in carefully, avoiding a 

splash. I draw a deep breath and tie the bag to one of the 

piers, below the waterline. Rise to stand next to James and 

check the watch. Fifty minutes to dinner with Coignart. 

We walk carefully from piling to piling. Near the 

curtain wall, still in the shadows beneath the wooden dock, 

we reach dry ground. James kneels, touches his hand to his 
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lips and brushes his fingers to the ground. “God be praised 

for deliverance,” he whispers. “Allow me please to die on 

land rather than float forever like an invisible shadow.” 

Laying the bags at our feet, I point James to his 

uniform and weapons and we use the towels Ses 

thoughtfully provided to dry off and dress. I exchange my 

wet canvas bag for a dry one from the sack, shift the wet 

bag’s contents from the one to the other, sling it over my 

shoulder, and say, “Ah shit. Forgot the vest.” 

James looks at me standing, debating, “Think of it as 

foreplay.” 

I chuckle and unsling the bag. Slip off the tunic top, 

strap on the vest and put the tunic back on, buttoning it 

quickly. 

“We will check each other,” he says looking me over 

carefully. “As soon as we reach more light, we will repeat 

our check.” 

“Oui, mon Colonel,” I say, scrutinizing him. We turn, 

James in front, and walk up the steep slope towards the 

gateway to the sea. 

Near the top James turns and looks me up and down. 

I return the favour and reach out to adjust one of his hat’s 

plumes. He stiffens. “Josh. The watch.” 

!240



“Damn!” I say, removing it and putting it in my 

pocket. He turns to walk, but I stop him. “One moment, 

James. In case we are challenged.” I take the C4 from my 

bag. Cross to the stone curtain wall and push the plastique 

into a crevice below a large slab of granite, near the top of 

the wall. Shape the charge to propel the stone upwards and 

towards the gate. Insert the detonator. Click it on and set it 

to the frequency triggered by the watch. Should be safe 

enough, provided no one explodes anything near it. 

We walk toward the gate. Climb the steps and stand 

on the curtain wall. I pause for a moment to take it all in. I 

visited San Sebastian four and a half months ago in 

preparation for this mission, charting the harbour channels 

and my course into port. And now I switch mental gears, 

reverting to the old nineteenth century map of the city that 

Ses produced for me. 

The stars glitter above, the milky way a blazing helix 

in the sky. The wind has died, blocked by the city’s 

retaining wall, and it’s hot, humid and airless. Quinquette 

lanterns hang off hooks on the walls near the gate. Their 

iron oil reservoirs and glass chimneys a soft sheen against 

the pale rock. The astringent smell of burning olive oil rises 

in smoky coils from their woven wicks, overlaid by the 
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heavy odour of sewage. A faint scent of frying onions and 

grilling meat in the air. 

A corporal stands guard at the gate’s main entrance, 

the off-duty guards visible through the open door of the 

garrison’s quarters behind him. He’s around twenty, about 

five feet eight. His white cotton trousers crisply pressed, his 

boots gleam, and his black gaiters point precisely forward. 

A white crossbelt slants form his left shoulder down his 

right side, and the silver buttons on his blue coat and red 

cuffs shine in the lamplight. He turns. Sees us and cries, 

“Halt!” 

He marches towards us. The Shako on his head 

makes him a foot taller, and its black feathered pompom 

snaps backward and forward as he strides briskly across the 

cobblestones. He crashes to a halt and snaps to attention. 

Salutes with his right hand and then draws his pistol with 

his left. Holds it angled down at the ground. The thin blond 

moustache and straggly growth of fine hairs on his chin 

barely visible in the lamplight. 

He looks at me, then James, and in a surprisingly 

deep voice says, “Good evening, Colonel.” Nods in my 

direction. “Commandant.” Swivels back to James and 

demands, “What is the word, sir?”  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Chapter	22	

June 17, 1813 

San Sebastian, Spain. 

1840 hours. 

James steps closer to the corporal. Standing a foot in 

front of him he says in French, “Your name and duty?” He 

turns his right shoulder to reveal his rank more clearly. 

The man answers in French, but his rapid delivery 

and accent are difficult to follow. Just following orders, 

maybe? James nods and waves his hand dismissively. “But 

of course you are. Well done, mon ami. My aide and I have 

been for a stroll and are in need of dinner. Stand aside. Let 

us pass.” 
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Suddenly nervous challenging a colonel, the corporal 

stutters and stammers his way through something, taking a 

while to spit it out. He swipes at his perspiring forehead 

with the sleeve of his left arm, the pistol’s barrel jerking 

sideways in front of his pompom. I’m relieved to see that he 

hasn’t cocked its hammer yet. James cuts him short, his 

voice rising in anger. “The back of my hand to you, 

Corporal. What makes you think your testicles are any safer 

from me?” He touches his sword hilt and says icily, “A mere 

commandant threatens you, and you tell me, me of all 

people, this? Who in our army is of higher rank, you 

misguided fool? Me, or this villainous commandant you 

speak of?” 

Sweating heavily now, the Corporal turns and gazes 

at the open garrison door behind him. He opens his mouth 

and breathes in. He’s going to summon help. He may even 

send a man to bring Coignart. If Coignart sees us arriving 

from the port instead of by road from Vittorio, we’ll be 

arrested and shot. 

I cough and they both turn to look at me. I say in 

French, bringing the watch out behind James’s back to 

shield it from the corporal’s eyes. “Forgive me, mon 

Colonel. Commandant Coignart gave me the word this fool 

is seeking….” 
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I work the dial of the watch as I speak. Key the 

detonator. Dive into James knocking him down. The C4 

erupts thirty feet behind us. Hot air blasts over our heads. A 

lurid red and yellow flame illuminates the Puerta de la Mar 

in ghastly detail. The granite slab hurtles through the air 

above us. Scoops-up the corporal like a rag doll and crushes 

his body against the wall from the neck down. His young 

face hangs for moments on the wall, eyes wide, mouth still 

open, about to call for help. 

I avert my gaze and breathe. Cough dust. Breathe 

through my nose. Stand and look around uncertainly. A 

scene frozen in shock. The town’s smells replaced by dust. 

People stand like statues: a man caught in midstride, his 

front foot poised above the pathway. A woman’s arms 

rigidly in front, palms outwards as if to ward off evil. Some 

men face down and motionless on the curtain wall curving 

away to our left. To our right, a horse reared back on its 

hind legs, teeth bared, its cart at forty-five degrees. Chunks 

of stone jumbled around the gate in front of us, a motionless 

pall of yellow dust floating above them. Temporarily 

deafened by the blast, total silence reigns. And then a fierce 

ringing in my ears as the scene bursts into action and sound 

returns. The explosion echoes off the stonewalls around us, 

a reverberating round of slowly fading crumps. The horse 
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whinnies, people scream, guards race from the garrison 

door, shouting for the corporal. A whistle blows up high in 

the fort. An earthy burnt smell. 

My first thought, ludicrously, as the town’s scents 

return, is that C4 is odourless. It’s the heated fragments of 

rock I’m smelling. I shake my head and help James to his 

feet.  “God between us and evil,” he gasps as he rises to a 

knee and then stands. “Next time I tell you to not answer a 

question, please ignore me. What in Devil’s name was 

that?” 

He looks around, brushing the grit from the front of 

his uniform as he talks and I do the same. I try not to look at 

the red smear on the gate’s lower wall. The corporal’s face 

no longer in sight, but it’s burned into my mind and I stand 

like one of the frozen statues. James takes my arm and 

hurries us towards the gate, past the garrison door. More 

guards rush out bayonets fixed, muskets at the ready. 

I stop outside the gate and vomit, leaning against the 

wall, my body shaking. “Your first, no doubt,” says James, 

patting my shoulder and speaking softly in English. “Aye, it 

is always difficult to take a life, Josh. But you had no 

choice. I believed our arrest was imminent when you called 

upon Prometheus himself for your diversion. Ye Gods, but 
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your weapons are powerful. The material you placed there, 

‘twas no bigger than my thumb!” 

He grabs my arm as I try to walk through the gate’s 

centre arch, directly into the guards streaming through it. 

Their heads swivel from side to side as they search for the 

enemy, eyes wide in fear. James pushes me toward the 

square arch to the left of the gate. We enter the street 

beyond and are inside the town. 

I feel giddy and lean against the wall. Shake my head 

in a futile attempt to expunge the corporal’s face from my 

mind. James takes a gold coin from his pocket. “May I 

suggest a restorative libation?” He flicks the coin in the air 

and snatches it in front of my eyes with a snap of his fist. I 

blink and focus on his face. He leans in close to me and 

says, “Something with a little more vigour than water, 

perhaps?” His teeth flash in his dark beard and moustache 

and I appreciate his attempt at humour. He turns and leads 

the way to the entrance of a tavern. 

A crowd blocks the door, the patrons peering at the 

activity behind us. James says something in Spanish, and we 

push our way through into the dimly-lit tavern. A log bar 

spans the opposite wall, a few patrons leaning on it. They 

sit, ignoring the bombardment, their heads bent to their 

glasses as we join them. James orders two Cognacs. He 
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throws the coin onto the counter. A moment later, two 

glasses of tawny liquid appear before us, along with a few 

coins in change. I drain my glass in a single gulp. A pleasant 

burning sensation pulses along my tongue and down my 

throat where it calms the quake in my stomach. 

“Thankee kindly,” I gasp in French. “I am fine now, I 

think.” 

“Aye,” replies James. “To be sure, you will be. Soon. 

Rest.” He raises his glass to me and says, “Commandant. I 

drink to us both being here. A toast with this fine French 

Cognac. Vivre le France!” He drains his glass. Draws the 

back of his hand across his mouth. Smacks his lips. Nods 

and squares his shoulders. Stands, saying in French, “Stay 

here and wait for me, Commandant.” He calls in Spanish, 

“Barkeep!” Snaps his fingers. “Bring this man something to 

eat and give him another drink.” He flings another coin to 

join the change on the counter. Leans in and whispers in 

English, “Josh, wait for me. I will use the confusion to scout 

the lie of the land. I find myself wishing for a signal 

codebook.” 

He smiles, turns on his heel and leaves. I tear my 

gaze from his departing back feeling lost and abandoned.  

The bartender places a glass of cognac in front of 

me, but I leave it untouched. Stare at the wall behind the 
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bar. Dark wooden beams frame a roughly plastered 

whitewashed wall in front of me. A scene flickers on its 

screen-like surface: the Corporal’s face at attention, mouth 

confidently demanding what is the word, his uniform 

sparkling with zeal. Chest-puffed, his Emperor, country and 

parents behind him: a son for all three to be proud of. And 

then the scene changes and his pasty face hangs on the wall. 

His Shako gone, bald head and empty eye sockets above a 

luxuriant gray beard and bushy moustache. His body a red 

streak from neck to feet, but his right arm miraculously still 

intact. He smiles toothlessly and raises his arm. Holds his 

glass aloft in a mock toast. Cackles, and the scene fades 

back to the young man trying desperately to be a little older. 

I sip a little Cognac. What the fuck am I doing here? 

Ses is right. If we’re going to intervene, don’t tickle. 

Change things. Go visit François Isaac de Rivaz in 1807. 

His car was driven by a hydrogen powered internal 

combustion engine. Help him win the automotive 

propulsion war. We might have to kill Karl Benz, though. 

Jesus, now I’m even thinking like an assassin.  

Outside, people run and whistles blow. After a time, 

the words spoken around me become clearer: comments 

surmising on the explosion, references to Wellington and the 

British. The excitement dies gradually. The waiter lays a 
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spoon, fork and a plate in front of me, takes coins and 

leaves me contemplating life and death, war and peace and 

the role I’m playing in this drama. The corporal was a 

mother and father’s son. Without my interference, he’d have 

been here on July seventh when Wellington lays siege to 

San Sebastian. Wellington comes down the mountains, after 

Vittorio, along the same road that Coignart would have used 

to go up it. Wellington’s troops encircle the town and a few 

Royal Navy ships blockade the harbour, just out of range of 

the fort’s battery. Coignart’s journey up the mountain thus 

literally another Sisyphean task – Sir Stoke’s men capture 

Coignart, steal the chests and bring the gold back to San 

Sebastian in their pockets and kitbags. The odds are high 

that the young corporal died in the battle which ended the 

siege on August 31st. But even if he was one of the 

casualties, who am I to deprive anyone of forty-five days of 

life? What if, in his life unchanged, those were the days he 

experienced his first kiss? Lost his virginity?  

I push the plate away, turn to look into the tavern and 

sip my drink. The flames from the lamps twist and leap, 

casting dancing shadows on the wall. Tobacco, the smell of 

food and beer mingle, and the absence of canned music and 

invasive TV gives the place an intimate warmth. I suddenly 

feel human again. Warm and somehow safe, despite my 
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surroundings. Every detail burns into my mind: the glimmer 

of a brass buckle on a belt, the wisp of smoke from a cob-

pipe, the nail in an iron hoop on a keg. A painting of Christ 

on the cross hangs above the bar. Jesus, a thin sheet 

covering his loins, hands and feet pinned to the wooden 

poles. Blood drips from the driven nails and the slash across 

his chest. His face and eyes shine with that knowing look. 

The three of us, dad, me and the holy spirit know you’re 

weak, the renounce GLG and join us - get a shot at 

redemption, look. 

I look away towards the door and am relived to see 

James enter. He strides to me, smiles broadly and sits down. 

Pushes the plate in front of me. Says in French, “Eat. That is 

an order.” 

I tentatively taste a spoonful. Eat the meaty-spaghetti 

solidly for a few minutes, swallowing rapidly. Down the rest 

of the Cognac. Look at James. “Mon Colonel, thank you for 

that. I feel glad to be alive.” 

He squeezes my arm and says softly in French, “You 

look like you have discovered that the corporal died and not 

you. A damn fine thing it is, too. It is as it should be. Your 

little diversion, as you so understatedly called it, was 

perfect. They rushed around outside waiting for more shells 

to land from heaven knows where, but as none did and no 
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one could determine where the first one came from, they 

washed the corporal’s remains into the sea. The town has 

now returned to normal. But,” he says, tapping the pocket of 

his coat and grinning, “I have my signal book.” 

I look at him, puzzled, and he laughs. “Swimming 

underwater may be all very well to you, son of Neptune that 

you are. But to a mere mortal like me, it’s an experience I 

would fain ne’er repeat. I have made alternate arrangements 

for our transportation. But come, we must go.” He turns and 

leads the way back to the street before I can get more from 

him. We squeeze past the crowd in the doorway and San 

Sebastian assaults my nose with the stench of raw sewage. 

James turns and says over his shoulder. “I have 

located the Santa Maria Inn. It is on this street, near the 

Plaza de Trinitate.” He threads his way, and I follow in his 

footsteps on the cobblestones. We pass stone buildings, 

treading carefully to avoid the food scraps and rubbish 

littering the walkway. The narrow street is clogged with 

people and animals and progress is slow. The town’s smells, 

as my nose acclimates, slowly subside into the background. 

Oil lamps splash yellow and orange pools on walls and in 

shop windows, like islands of light in the night. The lamps 

bright small circles around the flame and concentric rings of 
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light fading quickly to blackness. Walls float above black 

streets; dark penumbras lurk in the shop window corners. 

We walk past a building with a wooden board and 

white lettered sign proclaiming it to be the Artillery 

Barracks. Ses told me, in our lesson on San Sebastian, that 

in the sixteenth century this building had been a Dominican 

Convent. She’d said to go from prayer to bombardment was 

extreme. I’d said not really, they’re both about heaping shit 

on your head: the first a desperate attempt to ward it off; the 

second a deliberate barrage to drown you in it.  

James stops and I almost walk into him. He turns and 

once again pats my shoulder.  “The Church of Santa Maria,” 

he says, pointing behind him to a steeple at the end of the 

street, “but here we are.” 

He turns to face forwards in front of a three-storey 

building with a skeleton of dark wooden beams and columns 

and a body of red bricks. A canvas awning projects over the 

doorway. We walk forward and James stops under it. I open 

the door for him. A blast of heat and noise pours out at us 

and we pause on the threshold. 

Before us, a large room with a cobblestone floor and 

a battered bar counter. One corner dominated by a fireplace, 

logs stacked in a display. On the wall above it stands a 

delicate sculpture of olive wood: a young woman, legs 
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slightly apart, knees bent, hands to her hair. A half-robed 

Madonna. That same God fearing, yet complacent look, but 

there’s something about her face. An innocence countered 

by deeply etched lines of experience in her forehead and 

cheeks. Love, maybe? Does faith come with the same 

perplexing comfort and terror? 

A shout of laughter tears my eyes from her. At the 

largest table in the room sit ten soldiers in the uniform of 

the Young Imperial Guard. Commandant Coignart 

commands their rapt attention at the table’s head. It’s not 

just his rank which reveals his identity. Beginning below the 

missing piece of his left earlobe, three parallel scars, a 

centimetre apart, angle down the side of his face and neck 

into the top of his tunic. The bear’s mark. 
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Chapter	23	

June 17, 1813 

Santa Maria Inn  
San Sebastian, Spain. 

1930 hours. 

Platters and glasses litter the table. Coignart orders 

another bottle of wine. A waiter rushes one to the table, 

whips out its cork and pours wine into each glass. The men 

stand, wearing smiles made broader by each glass, raise 

their hands and toast Napoleon. They raise their glasses 

again and drink to Coignart. 

James heads toward an empty table, acknowledging 

salutes from some men. I pull back his chair, push him in 

after he sits, hook a chair around so I can face Jean and sit. 
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“Tell me about him, will you?” says James quietly in 

French. 

I answer softly, recalling his story to mind. “He was 

born on June seventeenth, 1784, in Rouen. That’s why 

they’re toasting him! It’s his birthday. His father is a 

wealthy merchant who turned to cotton, imported a 

mechanized mill at the right time and managed to retain his 

wealth despite the war and its blockades. He sent his son to 

the same military schools Napoleon attended, and Jean 

ended up in Bony’s service. Many think he came to the 

Emperor’s attention because his father knows Joseph 

Bonaparte, the King of Spain.” 

James nods, studying Coignart intently. After reading 

so much about him, I find it hard not to stare. “I can’t help 

but admire the man, you know,” I say pensively. “One of 

those honourable men, more common in your time. He 

served his Emperor superbly. I am not proud of what we are 

about to do.” 

James turns from his study of Coignart. Looks at me 

for some time and shakes his head. “I cannot begin to 

conceive of the mental anguish you must be experiencing. 

But perhaps I can help to simplify it. You are a captain in 

her Majesty Queen Elizabeth the Second’s Royal Navy. She 

is a descendent, if not in blood at least in line, of the current 
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King, George the Third. You are here in 1813. Your sworn 

duty as a Naval officer is to inflict as much damage to the 

enemy as possible.” He flicks his head towards Jean. “It is a 

mistake to think of him as anything other than an adversary. 

If he knew who you really are, he would not hesitate to run 

you through with his sword.” 

I nod. James resumes his study of Jean. After a 

pause, I continue. “He survived Boney’s Russian Campaign, 

the retreat from Moscow.” 

James turns to me and then back to Coignart. “I have 

heard of that campaign – some say it was the worst 

suffering an army has ever been called upon to endure. But, 

then, many armies lay claim to the most painful of Pyrrhic 

Victories, do they not?” 

“I guess they do. But in this case, it may well have 

been justified. The survivor’s tales I read kept me awake at 

night. But James, I have been pondering why it is we had no 

knowledge of an escort for La Clorinde. It occurs to me that 

Coignart may have had verbal orders from Napoleon, which 

differ from what was written. We, in the future, had recourse 

only to what appeared on paper. I say this, as Commandant 

Coignart twice saved Napoleon’s life. It is conceivable that 

Napoleon took him into his confidence.” 

“He saved his Emperor’s life twice?” 
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“Yeah. The scars on his cheek and neck? The first 

time, on the way into Russia, near Smolensk, Coignart was 

riding with Boney on the outskirts of the city. Just the two 

of them, winding their way through a forest. A bear reared 

up on his hind legs in front of them. Their horses shied and 

Napoleon was thrown – he is apparently an indifferent rider. 

The bear attacked Boney on the ground. Coignart leapt onto 

the bear’s back. Shot it with his pistol. But the bear lived 

long enough to knock him off against a tree and swat his 

face and neck. Missed his jugular by a fraction of an inch. 

Napoleon’s personal physician stitched him back together. 

The second time he defended the emperor on foot against 

two mounted Cossacks. Shot the first with his musket from 

seventy meters and then threw his sword twenty-five meters 

to pierce the second charging Russian’s chest.” 

James stares at me and slowly sucks in air. Mouths 

twenty-five meters? I nod and say, “Yeah. About eighty 

feet!”  

We both turn discreetly to renew our observation of 

Jean. Commandant Coignart’s large body obscures his chair. 

He seems to float in the air, supported by his left elbow on 

the tabletop, hand around a glass of wine. Ses is right: 

historical facts don’t reveal personalities. He’s relaxed, his 

brown eyes twinkling. His men comfortable in his presence, 
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their respect obvious. Seasoned men, with total trust in their 

leader. Some men assume command, others, like 

Commandant Coignart, appear to be born to it. 

From their rank insignia, I recognize Lieutenant 

Gascoyne and Sergeant Bourbon and point them out to 

James. James turns and says quietly, “From all you know 

about this Commandant, what is he likely to do when I hand 

him these orders?” 

“I wish I knew. I have been contemplating that 

question for months. He has followed orders all his life, but 

lately, his commanding officer has been Boney himself. 

When one has the top dog’s ear, one is less inclined to 

worry about some puppy in the background. Not so?” 

James laughs. “That is an expression I have not 

heard before, but one which requires no translation. What 

else can you tell me?” 

“I think the pouch on his shoulder contains two 

documents. The first is a pass directing all who read it to 

follow the bearer’s orders as if they were issued by the 

Emperor himself. The second orders Coignart to deliver the 

chests of gold to Joseph Bonaparte in Vittorio and to remain 

on guard until further notice.” 

James thinks for a while and then nods slowly. “If he 

carries such a pass, I believe we cannot order him to do 
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anything. We must make it a request. You are sure his orders 

required him to deliver the chests to Joseph?” 

“His written orders instruct him to deliver the money 

to the King at his court in Vittorio. If you wish to impress 

upon him that we are who we say we are, let me add that he 

was dispatched from Bautzen on the nineteenth of May. 

Perhaps you can tell him that Napoleon sent a courier to 

Joseph, telling him to expect Coignart here.” 

James nods. He examines me carefully. “Are you 

ready to, how did you express this, to rock and roll?” 

I laugh grimly and bob my head in agreement. James 

stands and leads the way to Coignart’s table. Coignart sees 

him approach, calls Attention to his men and they all rise 

and salute. Coignart smiles at me and I nod and smile back. 

We return their salutes. 

“Commandant Coignart?” says James. “My name is 

Colonel Lamour. This is my aide, Commandant Beaufort.” 

James asks him to join us at our table. Coignart orders his 

men to wait for him and accompanies us. 

James seats him and orders him a glass of wine. 

When it arrives, the three of us stand and toast the Emperor 

and his brother, the King of Spain. We sit and James says 

quietly, “Commandant Coignart. We are pleased that you 

have been delayed here in San Sebastian. We represent his 
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Excellency, King Joseph. The King is most concerned. 

Wellington has almost over-run the country. The King has 

been forced to evacuate his court from Vittorio. He has 

ordered me to request you to deliver the package to a 

different location. Aide?” James thrusts out his hand. I dig 

in the bag and give him the envelope. He hands it to 

Coignart. 

Coignart reaches across the table and pulls the 

candlestick closer to him. Holds the envelope close to the 

flame and examines the seal intently. Rips the envelope’s 

flap open and extracts the parchment. Reads it carefully, 

twice. I sit hoping he doesn’t have a sample of Joseph’s 

handwriting in his bandolier. Coignart pauses for a moment, 

and then turns to look back at his men. He swivels to face us 

and says, “This seems in order, Colonel. But how is that you 

are here? How is it that the King of Spain knew of this 

shipment?” 

James looks at him for a while before answering. 

“Commandant. I will tolerate this question as a legitimate 

concern for your duty, but be warned. I am the King’s most 

trusted advisor. It would seem the Emperor dispatched a 

courier on the twentieth of May, the day after you left 

Bautzen. With a fresh horse every twenty miles, he arrived 

ahead of you, of course.” 
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“Precisely,” says Jean. “Perhaps a week before us. If 

I may ask, sir. Why is it that you were not here to greet us 

when we arrived yesterday?” He digs in his bag and hands 

across the Napoleonic Pass. James reads it and gives it to 

me. It’s difficult to believe that this piece of parchment is 

the real thing. I rub it gently between my fingers. A 

crinkled, crackling feeling - I have to remind myself that it 

isn’t two hundred years old. Return it to Coignart who slips 

it into his pouch. 

“An impressive document, Commandant,” says 

James in a cold tone. “But it does not give you the right to 

question me about my movements. You therefore may not 

ask, Commandant. Just as I do not ask why is it that you are 

still here in this comfortable inn, and not in Derba on your 

way to complete your mission.” 

Coignart looks at me with a frown and turns to 

James. “That is perhaps a fair statement, Colonel. But 

perhaps you are not aware, sir; the Emperor gave me strict 

instructions not to allow the chests out of my sight. He told 

me to guard them until he ordered me personally to leave 

them in the King’s possession.” 

James says with a smile. “But of course he did. And I 

for one am delighted. I have no wish to relieve you of your 

responsibility, Commandant. I merely wish to redirect you 
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to a safer place to await those very instructions. If you 

continue on to Vittorio to attempt your delivery, you will be 

handing the money to Lord Wellington. To the cursed 

British, depriving our Emperor of his objective.” 

Coignart absorbs this silently. He looks over to his 

men and then at me. Finally he turns to James. “Where is it, 

sir, that the King wishes the money delivered?” 

“I do not yet have that information, Commandant. I 

do know that it will be a port a little further along the coast. 

I will know the precise destination tomorrow afternoon. I 

suggest that you load the money back on board La Clorinde 

tonight and I will board her after midday, to give you the 

destination.” 

Coignart stares at me for moments, his brown eyes 

questioning. He turns to James with one side of his mouth 

turned up in a small smile, the other down in a doubtful 

frown. James continues, “Commandant. You will remain on 

guard as per your orders. You will be delivering the money 

to a French port. You will still have your pass from the 

Emperor. You will, thus, still have the final say in what 

happens to your delivery.” 

Coignart nods at this, but sits still staring at the 

candle’s flames. He looks at both of us in turn and rereads 

the order from Joseph. Lays it back on the table and returns 
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to his examination of the candle. Seconds pass and then he 

draws a deep breath and nods again. He looks at James and 

says,  “Yes, sir. I will comply with your request. Given all 

you say, I believe I will now return to the ship. We shall 

expect you tomorrow, at midday. Thank you, sir. If that is 

all?” 

I can’t believe it was this easy and stare alternately 

from Coignart to James and back again. Gratitude and 

admiration swell in me as I contemplate how it would have 

gone down with Ses and me playing the parts. Our 

arrogance astonishes me – it took me half an hour to begin 

to understand the local French. 

James and I stand and salute. Coignart salutes. Turns 

and walks to the bar. Pays the bill. Returns to his men and a 

chorus of groans greets his order to reload the gold aboard 

the ship. Coignart laughs. “Come, soldiers. Duty calls, let it 

not find us wanting. You have dined well tonight. Tomorrow 

you will do so again, aboard ship.” He nods at us and they 

leave.  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Chapter	24	

June 17, 1813 

Santa Maria Inn  
San Sebastian, Spain. 

2140 hours. 

James crosses to the bar and places coins on the 

counter. We follow Coignart out the door, round the back of 

the inn and to the courtyard.  

We walk through the open gate and a sentry 

challenges us. Coignart instructs him to let us pass and we 

enter. A wooden wall, supported by stone-pillars, encloses a 

yard about twenty feet square. The door in the rear of the 

inn open to reveal coppered pots hanging above a tabletop. 
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The pile of chests stands in the middle of the yard. 

Small wooden cubes stacked four square and five high. Iron 

straps around the sides of each chest and over its top. A 

padlocked hasp with wrought-iron handles on the sides. 

James says softly, “Sweet Jesus. A true Golden Fleece lies 

there.” 

“Aye,” I say, “and I am doing my math….” 

“Math?” 

“Arithmetic. For if there are truly five million francs 

in Gold Napoleons and each is worth twenty, that is two 

hundred and fifty thousand coins. Twelve and half thousand 

in each chest. At six-point-four grams per coin, each chest 

weighs eighty kilograms. A shade less than two hundred 

pounds. Two tons in all.”   

“Madre di mia,” he says softly. 

Two wagons arrive and we step aside to let them 

pass: open, four-wheeled carts with a bench seat for the 

driver. Two men drop the tailboard on the first. Two more 

men grab the handle of the top chest. Heave with a grunt. 

They stagger the short distance to the cart and drop it on the 

boards. The cart bounces on its springs. Two men on the cart 

drag the chest away from the tailgate clearing room for the 

next. Within minutes, sweat glistens on their foreheads and 

they breathe heavily from their exertions. Ten chests are 
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loaded onto the first wagon. It pulls aside and work begins 

on the second. 

I’m staring at the chests. Reading about them in Sir 

Gabe’s diary they were a thing just like his description of 

the River Zadorra. Cassius’ obsession gave them some 

lustre, but they were still academic. The subject of jokes 

with Ses. Cassius’ hots for his gold; visions of him rolling 

naked on the coins piled on his desk. But now the dark oak 

cubes and their rusty ironwork are real enough to force 

grunts from these men as they lift and carry and drop each 

one. In this time, literally a King’s ransom in twenty 

wooden chests. In my time, original gold Napoleons are 

worth thousands of times their face value. A thousand Kings 

ransoms, all redirected into our waiting arms by a forged bit 

of paper and James’ talent. 

The loading completed, Coignart nods at us. His men 

back the wagons into the street. They fall-in in two 

columns, half ahead of the wagons, half bringing up the 

rear. Lieutenant Gascoyne leads, Sergeant Bourbon in the 

rear. The Commandant a roving patrol. He calls his orders. 

The platoon marches out of the yard. Turns left and heads 

toward the sea. 

“When you are ready, aide,” says James. I step 

forward and lead the way towards the port. We cover about 
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half of the distance. I stop, turn and say, “Mon Colonel.” 

When he stops, I lean in to whisper in English, “James. 

What did you mean by alternate travel arrangements?” 

He looks at me for some time. Looks down at the 

ground and says softly, “Josh, my admirable friend. It is 

simply that I do not wish to repeat diving back into that 

black water tonight. Or tomorrow when we return to give La 

Clorinde her sailing orders. Or ever again to be honest. We 

will take a boat back to Impérieuse now, and tomorrow, we 

will use it and this signal book to return and gain entry to 

the harbour. Is this not a grand plan?” He smiles tentatively. 

“But James. The sled, and all the SCUBA gear? I 

cannot leave them here.” 

“Forsooth! Surely these devices are plentiful 

enough.” 

“I am afraid I have only one sled and the SCUBA 

gear is a quarter of what I have aboard. Besides, we can’t 

leave it all in the harbour for someone to discover. It would 

be a potential disruption to the Space-Time Continuum.” 

“Oh.” His smile disappears. 

“Maybe,” I say, “we can turn this to both our 

advantages. Maybe. I too would rather sail on the surface, 

than skulk beneath the water. Let me think on it for a 

while.” I turn and resume walking. 
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The storekeepers shutter their windows. A few 

trollops troll for prey, and a series of catcalls hinting at 

possible transactions echo from the platoon. We walk 

beneath the Puerta de la Mar’s main arch and turn right, 

towards the military wharves and piers below the Priest’s 

Walk. The corporal’s remains are nowhere to be seen and 

broken chunks of the slab of granite lie below the smashed 

wall near the gate. The area is roped off and the dry dock is 

barricaded across the top, below the curtain wall. 

“It is well you have thought of an alternate plan,” I 

say quietly in French. 

“Just so,” he responds. 

The two wagons continue past the church that houses 

the Naval Museum in modern times. They turn under the 

Priest’s Walk and halt in front of a fishing dory. Its derrick 

hangs over the pier, the boatmen ready. They hook the first 

chest on. Lift and swing it across the gap onto the dory’s 

larboard side. The second wagon halts and its driver and the 

two men on it sit silently watching the derrick swing 

outboard again, returning for the second chest. 

A small boat, a little larger than a Jolly boat, is tied 

to two dock cleats further along the quay. I say to James, “A 

moment please.” Stride along the pier and peer into the 

boat. The mast, boom and sails lie in the bilge. I drop 
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aboard and lift the boom and rigging, peer underneath and 

poke around in the bilge with my foot. Clamber back onto 

the dock and say quietly, “I believe this one will do. But 

may I ask. Do you know how to sail?” 

Nodding and smiling as I begin, he rears back in 

surprise. “I? Sail? Surely you jest? With all the sailors in the 

world, why would I add my meagre efforts to the field?” 

“Here’s the thing: we can use that boat to leave the 

port and to come back tomorrow. But I must swim back in 

here after we leave tonight, to collect the gear. I would 

rather not swim too far, for as you discovered, the sled is 

infinitely better. No matter. I can show you what you need 

to do, to manage without me for a short while.” 

The last of the chests swings aboard. The men 

clamber over the dory’s gunwale. The skipper of the heavily 

loaded craft gives orders to unmoor fore and aft. The men 

man the sweeps. The boat pushes away from the pier, rows 

forward and picks up speed as they hit their rhythm. 

“Till midday, Commandant,” calls James and salutes. 

“Till midday, sir,” answers Coignart with a brisk 

salute. 

James and I wait until the dory clears the harbour 

wall and disappears into the night. We walk to the little 

boat. A few men stand nearby, but no one challenges us, our 
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high rank acting as a pass. James stands looking down at the 

little craft. I support his arm and he steps to the gunwale, 

jumping in to land easily on his feet. His teeth flash in a 

broad smile. I jump in beside him, rig the mast and bend on 

and hoist the sail. I untie the mooring lines and push us 

away from the dock with an oar. The breeze catches the sail 

and we slowly gather way enough to steer out of the 

harbour. 

James sits in the bow, me in the sternsheets with the 

tiller tucked under my right arm. We run through the gap in 

the outer basin wall at about two knots. Acting on impulse, I 

turn to port instead of starboard. 

James rotates to look at me, his eyebrows a question 

mark. But then he nods. “It is just as well to learn where La 

Clorinde lies now, not so? But then you sailors always seem 

able to tell one ship apart from another.” 

“Some sailors. Some ships….” I say and trail off.  I 

can tell the difference between the ratings of ships, but the 

only two I can identify by their rigging and hulls are 

Impérieuse and La Clorinde. 

We follow the fishing dory as she steers between the 

Isla St. Clara and Ondaretta Beach. The silver tip of thin 

moon pierces the sea off to starboard, faintly silhouetting 

the ships in the harbour. We round from behind a Xebec and 
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see La Clorinde anchored in close quarters with the two 

large ships. La Clorinde’s three masts and bowsprit are 

clearly discernible, the fourteen closed gunport lids of her 

starboard side black against her white trim. 

I look in awe at the two giants anchored astern of 

her. Count gunports.  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Chapter	25	

June 17, 1813 

San Sebastian, Spain. 

2210 hours. 

 “Holy shit,” I eventually say quietly, in English 

“They are seventy-fours. Two line-of-battle ships.” 

“Your vituperative invections give pause for thought. 

Under what circumstances could excrement be considered 

holy?” Said with a soft smile. When I answer with a grin, he 

carries on. “Thomas said he can deal with them.” 

“You say that with such confidence, James.” 

“Thomas feels the same level of confidence. He 

would not have said he could do this, if he did not believe 

it.” 
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I turn the boat towards the harbour mouth. Trim the 

sheet and a little later we sail below the fort and out to sea. I 

heave the boat to, point the wind’s direction to James. Point 

at the direction he must sail in. Tell him to aim the boat 

towards the sliver of moon on the horizon. Demonstrate 

which lines to pull to set the sail and we switch places. He 

follows the instructions and within seconds the boat is 

underway. I say, “James. You are to sail like this for fifteen 

minutes and then put the helm this way, and move the sail 

like so.” He tries heaving-to. When he seems comfortable, I 

watch him get us back sailing on course. Take a compass 

bearing in the direction he is headed. Remind him to heave-

to in fifteen minutes. Strip off the uniform and dive 

overboard. 

Without my knife, spear-gun, or a wetsuit I feel truly 

naked. Swim on the surface in an overhand crawl to a 

hundred yards from the harbour mouth. To minimize 

splashing, I slow to a careful breaststroke and approach the 

gap in the wall. When I am about five yards away from the 

mouth, I recall the route to the watch’s display. Take a deep 

breath and dive beneath the surface. 

My air runs out just inside the gap. Surface slowly. 

Breathe and the stench brings bile to my throat. Dive again 

and make it to the overhang of the pier on the dry-dock 
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wall. Moving as quickly as I can without splashing, I swim 

to the inner side of the basin. Breathe shallowly through my 

mouth. Make my way slowly to the piling near land. 

Retrieve the bag with our gear. Don my suit, web-belt and 

knife.  Open the second bag with the SCUBA gear in and 

shrug a tank over my shoulders. Insert the regulator, adjust 

the mask, and breathe its canned air gratefully. Walk into the 

water to sit and put on my flippers. Walk slowly deeper into 

the sea, hugging the pylons supporting the dock. Submerge 

and locate the sled by following the watch to its homing 

signal. Pack our gear aboard. Retrieve its anchors. Mount 

and settle myself at the controls. Power up the scope and the 

sled’s instruments and thread my way out of the harbour. 

Clear the gap between the walls and accelerate to ten knots. 

The water’s steady pressure threatens to tear me 

from the sled as we motor in the direction of the bearing. 

When I think I’m close to where James should be heaved-to, 

angle the sled upwards and use the scope to scan around. No 

sign. Blow the tanks and we surface. Scan around. I’m 

reaching for a nightvision set when a match flares a hundred 

yards away, illuminating James’s face briefly. I call out 

softly. “Thanks. Hold fast.” 

Motor on the surface to his position, climb aboard 

and tie the sled to the boat. Sliding the tanks off, I ease the 
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flippers off my feet and turn to see James smiling in the 

starlight. 

“Thank thee kindly, my friend,” he says. 

“What is it you are thanking me for?” 

“For this adventure, for one. For saving my life, for 

another. Your presence there beneath the waves was all that 

kept me sane. I have never fancied myself a coward, but 

tonight you have taught me some humility.” 

“Only a courageous man overcomes his fear, James. 

A coward fails and a fool never feels it. “ 

He nods and casts his eyes down to the sole of the 

boat. Speaks softly without looking at me. “Walking up that 

slope from Hades after we dismounted the sled, I felt as 

close to panic as I have ever been. Even as a child. To divert 

my mind, I forced myself to imagine taking the SCUBA 

equipment back to Ancient Greece, to show it to Scyllis.” 

He shifts on the thwart and leans forward, placing his 

hands on the sides of his legs, supporting his weight. He’s 

hunched over, still looking down at the boat’s sole and he 

continues softly. “The thing played out like a dream in my 

head. Struggling for control as I was, there were hysterical 

elements, humour and fear bubbling through it all. I had 

trouble understanding Scyllis’ accent at first. And then, 

when we appeared to be making progress, we bogged down 
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discussing the purpose of a wetsuit. Scyllis insisting, by 

Zeus, that he would wet his own damn suit as he’d always 

done. But then he put on a mask and tank and waded into 

the sea in his toga and sandals. Walked himself below the 

surface. Appeared minutes later dragging a large net of 

oysters. Gave me a thumbs up.” 

He lifts his head and looks at me. “And then he 

disappeared and you put your hand on mine and pointed my 

eyes up at the lights above the water.” 

I take breath to reply and he shakes his head and 

holds up his hand. “I tell you this because it gave me insight 

into the challenges you and Ses face here, in 1813. Here on 

the boat with you moments ago, I was contemplating 

Impérieuse materializing in ancient Piraeus and opening fire 

on Athens. At which point, even in warfare, does the 

difference in competitive advantage become unfair? Is there 

such a point?” 

He trails off and we sit silently. I’m guessing it 

depends on whose side you’re on. Best to be on the side that 

walks softly but carries a big stick. And if it’s a big mother 

of a stick, so much the better. But using modern weapons 

against more primitive cultures does seem unfair. Then 

again, war is based on unfairness, perceived or otherwise. 
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We sail on. The wind a whisper in the rigging, the 

wake burbles past and the watch clicks off three miles an 

hour towards Impérieuse. 

James is back to staring at the sea sliding by and I’m 

steering us by the moon and reviewing the past few hours. If 

not for me, the corporal would now be asleep, maybe 

dreaming of his girl. Coignart would not have been duped 

by our plan. What choice did he have? With our knowledge 

of his orders, we could only be the genuine article. But from 

a mission point of view, the gold is back where we want it. 

James and I are alive and well and in the same boat. 

I lift the watch and key its microphone. “Sled to 

Impérieuse. Sled to Impérieuse. Come in, please. Out.” 

The little speaker crackles. Ses says, “Impérieuse to 

Sled. Come in. Over.” 

“The chests are back aboard La Clorinde. Come and 

get us. The sled’s homing device is on. Sled out.” 

“On our way. Well done lads! ETA in fifteen 

minutes.” 

We sail on, both of us silent. James facing aft, idly 

watching the wake’s phosphorescence stream out behind us. 

I’m staring at the black sea ahead. The moon’s setting 

crescent a tiny triangle on the horizon, its reflected beam a 

silver path for me to steer by. First Nudge’s deathcount 
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already at one and all we’ve accomplished is to return the 

chests to La Clorinde. Right back where we started with one 

important difference – we have a shot at taking her 

tomorrow. 

The cutter looms suddenly, already within two 

hundred yards. I key the watch’s microphone, “We’re here, 

on Splinter II, the sailboat ahead.” 

James lights another match. The cutter changes 

course and heaves-to a yard away.  

“You could earn a living borrowing boats from 

Boney,” says Thomas, his teeth flashing. Ses laughs. I push 

the sled to Thomas and he hauls it aboard and sets it down 

in the cutter. Lashes its canvas cover in place. I douse the 

boat’s sails, unstep the mast, lay its rigging in the bilge and 

secure it to a thwart. We hand the gear across and step over 

the rail. Within seconds we are underway. Ses and I hug and 

kiss lightly and she whispers welcome back to me, before 

resuming her seat next to Thomas. 

James recounts our adventure while I lie on the 

midships thwart, leaning my head against the gunwale. I 

feel tension ebbing slowly and realize that I can now 

abdicate command and relax in the child’s seat. Thomas 

emanates confidence, courage, intelligence, virtue and 

justice. With him at the helm, we will arrive where we 
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choose to go with certainty. Fatigue washes over me as my 

adrenaline subsides and my eyes close gratefully. The cutter 

sails steadily on, the water lapping gently along its sides, 

the slight vibration of our passage a low-pitched buzz on the 

back of my head. 

“If I may,” Thomas says breaking into our thoughts. 

“It occurs to me that you may have some equipment aboard 

Bit-by-Bit that could help us deal with the seventy-fours. 

Perhaps we should pause on reaching Impérieuse, and then 

continue on to spend the remainder of tonight aboard Bit-by-

Bit.” 

Ses looks at me. I look at James. We both shrug and I 

say, “If you wish.” 

“Very well,” says Thomas. “We’ll heave-to in a few 

minutes. I’ll holler my orders for Mister Brown. And then 

we’ll be off to that wonderful ship of yours. I feel a 

hankering for that soft, yet surprisingly firm, bed.” 
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Chapter	26	

June 18, 1813 

North Atlantic Ocean  
14 miles SW of  
San Sebastian, Spain. 

0600 hours. 

We eat breakfast in the cockpit. The sun is already 

clear of the sea, and it’s a pink and gold start to the day. The 

wind blows at twelve knots from the South West.  

How can I persuade Ses to stay here on BeeBee 

when we leave? I could ask Thomas to forbid her to board 

HMS Impérieuse, but she might be mad enough to order Bit-

by-Bit into action anyway. No, she wouldn’t risk BeeBee, 

but she might not let me back on board. 
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We eat our eggs and bacon, hot buttered toast and sip 

orange juice. 

Juice that amazed James. He understands that limes, 

lemons and oranges prevent scurvy. The Scotsman James 

Lind, a Royal Navy surgeon, published his results, the 

world’s first clinical trial, in his 1753 book: A Treatise of 

the Scurvy. Poorly written, it took forty years for his work 

to overturn the common misconception that scurvy was 

caused by poor digestion. James only began ordering his 

men to eat citrus fruit about fifteen years ago. 

James picks up his glass again. Swirls the juice a 

little and drinks a large gulp. Shakes his head and smiles at 

Ses. “Nectar of the gods, that is. To carry a vast quantity of 

orange juice on board, to be thawed and used at will, is a 

form of medical heaven in my mind.” 

Vast quantities is off the mark, we’re down to a few 

months supply in our small freezer. He’s probably thinking 

of Impérieuse’s ability to carry stores. But I understand his 

motivation: ships leaving England for a voyage to Australia 

and back often returned home with about one third of their 

original crew still on board. Fevers, scurvy, enemy action 

and occasional deserters claiming more then sixty percent of 

the men. 
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Ses rises to take our dishes to the cabin and make 

some coffee. I say quietly, “Thomas. I am sorry to ask this 

of you, but do you believe you could order Ses to remain on 

Bit-by-Bit, when we return shortly to Impérieuse?” 

Both Thomas and James look at me, mouths grim, 

disappointment darkening their eyes slightly, but both 

nodding. 

“Your request makes perfect sense, Josh. It’s strange 

– ordinarily I would have no problem ordering a Lieutenant 

to do something. But Ses, to me, is not a Naval officer. I 

feel uncomfortable ordering a lady to do anything.” 

James nods and then he looks behind me to smile at 

Ses returning. She places a tray with the Bodum of coffee, 

cups, saucers, sugar and milk on the table. The rich smell of 

coffee rises and we take turns assembling our own cups. 

Ses looks at me and then Thomas. Says, “I am glad 

to hear that you would be uncomfortable ordering me to do 

anything, Thomas. As for you, luv, you need to accept that I 

will not allow you to sail off into action without me. I have 

no wish to survive if you don’t, and I know you feel the 

same way. Live together, die together. So there will be no 

further discussion on this.” 

She leans back on the cockpit cushion and sips her 

coffee, looking at each of us in turn. And then she takes my 
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hand and kisses it softly. Smiles and shakes her head. Leans 

in and places her finger across my lips to prevent me 

speaking. Leans back again and laughs. “Anyone would 

think you believe you men are somehow more capable of 

surviving a shot than me.” 

James smiles and shakes his head. “I doubt the truth 

of that, Ses. Your strength and courage are exemplary.” He 

raises his coffee cup and we all clink. And then he 

continues: “I believe, Josh, your best course of action is to 

accept what your lady is telling you. The two of you should 

bask in the glory of having found your soulmates. Plato 

would delight in the depth of your feelings for one another.” 

“Plato?” I ask uncertainly. 

“Indeed,” he says. “In Plato’s dialogue, Symposium, 

Aristophanes tells the story of soulmates. Apparently 

humans originally had one head with two faces and a body 

with four arms and four legs. These humans possessed great 

strength and they threatened to conquer the Gods and to 

stop paying tribute. Zeus decided to teach them a lesson on 

humility.” James chuckles and then continues. “It would 

seem, Josh, that even Zeus was not immune from GLG, for 

his solution simultaneously doubled the number of people 

who would continue to pay tribute: he split people into two, 

producing humans as we now exist, but leaving us doomed 
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to spend our lives searching for our other halves, pining for 

our soulmate. It is said that if you find your soulmate, you 

will feel unified and discover that no greater joy exists than 

to live with each other forever.” 

Ses laughs delightedly. “What a lovely story. And 

yes, James, Plato was right. Happiness in huge spoonfuls 

does exist when one manages to recombine all of one’s arms 

and legs and faces.” 

I nod and laugh, squeeze her hand slightly, and feel 

an answering pressure. We sip our coffee quietly for a 

while. 

Thomas sets his cup on its saucer and looks at me. 

“What were the names of the two ships-of-the-line you saw 

in the harbour last night? The seventy-fours?” 

“I regret Thomas, it was too dark to read their names 

and I’m afraid that even in daylight I would be unable to 

name any ship of this period, other than Impérieuse and La 

Clorinde.” 

“Of course. You would have no need to know.” He 

replies. He glances at Ses and James and back to me. “My 

friends. A boat ride would be a fine thing this morning, 

would it not? I’ve a mind to check out the lie of the land and 

using James’s admirable signal-book will make that easy, 

not so?” 
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James says, “If we appear in the harbour, Josh and 

me in the boat, we had best board, or it will raise suspicion. 

It would be well to plan the remainder of our plot and so be 

prepared for our stay.” 

“Stay?” say all three of us in unison. 

“Aye. When we board, we will have to stay on board. 

We cannot order them to sail to Bilbao and leap off before 

the anchor weighs. Coignart accepted the orders as genuine, 

because he remains on guard while we dictate the delivery 

point. If we do not remain on board, his suspicions will be 

raised.” 

“God rot your soul, James Guthrie!” says Thomas 

slamming the table with his fist and rattling the cups. “The 

two of you cannot be aboard when we begin the 

engagement.” 

“Absolutely not,” says Ses, her cheeks flushed, 

finger pointing at me. “There has to be a better way.” 

I say nothing. James’s eyes turn cold. “He knows it 

to be true,” he says pointing at me. “So do you, Thomas. 

And as for you, my Lady, you are far too intelligent not to 

recognise the truth.” 

She looks at James. Studies her coffee cup. She turns 

to Thomas. “Assuming that we allow them to do this. How 
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will you ensure that they are not where you will aim those 

great guns?” 

“There is no way to be certain before the action 

begins, or during it, for that matter. A sea-battle is a 

constantly changing universe; fluid until the last flag is 

hauled down. But Josh, James said last night, in the cutter, 

that the material you used to blow the rock to smithereens 

‘twas no bigger than his thumb. Do you have more of it?” 

I nod. “I was thinking of destroying a portion of the 

wall around San Sebastian, when Wellington storms it at the 

end of August. I thought by making his breech for him, and 

making it large enough to allow his troops easy entry, we 

might avoid the massacre which takes place.” 

The two men raise their eyebrows. Ses explains how 

Wellington reaches San Sebastian ten days from now, on the 

twenty-eighth of June. He encamps on the River Urumea’s 

western bank, opposite the city walls. Blockades the roads 

on either side of the city and lays siege. He begins 

bombarding the wall with his artillery. But the walls are 

twelve to fifteen feet thick. After five weeks, at the end of 

August, he has opened a small hole. A breach so tiny, his 

men must traverse it in single-file. He gives the order to 

charge. His men ford the river. Climb thirty feet up a rocky 

embankment, under a killing field of fire. Every man who 
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makes it through the breach is shot as he enters the city. 

Five hundred men die in the first fifteen minutes. 

Wellington orders his artillery to aim at the ramparts of the 

city wall. A bold move, as it means firing just above the 

heads of his troops to reach the elevated wall. The barrage 

clears the French troops from the wall and a few minutes 

later the British and Portuguese troops penetrate the breach 

and move the French away from the walls. The town is now 

in their hands. But the troops are incensed with the sacrifice 

they made to achieve victory. They start drinking the 

whiskey and beer they find in the numerous bars and taverns 

and sack San Sebastian in an orgy of rape and pillage. They 

kill a large number of the civilians by setting fire to the 

town. 

Ses stops speaking and we all sit in silence. 

“God between us and evil,” says James eventually, 

his face white. 

Thomas’s usually ruddy face is pale. “Not our finest 

hour,” he says so softly I strain to hear the words. 

Again we sit in silence and then Thomas says, “But, 

back to our mission. Josh, the material you used to set your 

explosion. Could we attach some of it to a cannon shot and 

fire it at the enemy ships?” 
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“No. The explosion which propels the shot will 

detonate the C4.” 

“What about other weapons of your time? Is there 

something you can tell us about, that would keep the two of 

you safe?” 

I shake my head slowly. “Let me show you what I 

have, and perhaps you can think of something.” 

I unpack my sniper’s rifle, the M-85. The FN pistol, 

some C-4, the rocket launcher and a rocket, grenade 

launcher and its regular and smoke grenades, and the 

shotgun. I describe their capabilities. Our guests examine 

each weapon and for a time we sit still. 

Thomas sighs and says, “I see it thus. Your weapons, 

astonishing as they are, require you to operate them. You 

said the rocket launcher is simplicity itself to aim, but 

without practice, no one hits even a barn door for standing 

in front of it. Especially when the shooter is on a moving 

platform and the door on another. It’ll be too dangerous for 

Ses, or me, to try: we might miss the ships-of-the-line and 

hit you aboard La Clorinde. So,” he says, his blue eyes 

narrowing coldly, “the two of you will wear these special 

vests of yours.” 

“But…” James begins. 
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“Doctor Guthrie. You will wear one of the 

Goddamned vests and that’s all there is to it. And that’s an 

order, do you hear?” 

James nods unhappily. Thomas looks at me. “And 

you, Josh. You will carry this pistol of yours.” He holds his 

hand up to prevent my speaking. “Aye. That too is an order. 

You will carry the watch. Ses will use the radio so you can 

keep us informed as to your whereabouts on board before 

the action begins and at all times during it. We’ll do our best 

to avoid the two of you. Can anyone think of something 

else, before we take our little ride?” 

“If you two are coming with us in the boat,” says 

James, “you too must wear a disguise.” 

“Aye, that is true,” says Thomas. 

“Josh,” says Ses. “How about using the SCUBA gear 

to attach some C4 to the bottoms of the seventy-fours in the 

harbour? We could order them to sail this afternoon and 

then blow the 74s and take La Clorinde.” 

“The water is clear and shallow in the harbour. In 

daylight I will be seen attempting the exercise. Perhaps, 

James, we could delay the operation until tomorrow and I 

could do it tonight?” 

James is silent for a moment. He says thoughtfully, 

“If it were not for the statement I made to Commandant 
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Coignart, that we would board later today, I believe we 

could perhaps delay. But every day’s delay introduces more 

variance.” 

Thomas stands and says, “We’ll think on it. I feel the 

need to see the situation myself. We should get ready.” 

Thomas alters James’s uniform to allow him to wear 

a vest, while Ses unpacks clothes for herself. She applies 

her needle and cotton to improvise a beret for Thomas from 

one of hers. I clean the FN pistol and screw on the silencer. 

Grab six clips and load each one with twenty rounds. 

Thomas bites the thread off his sewing and hands 

James his uniform. He and James retire to dress, leaving Ses 

and I alone in the salon. I don the vest, the Army uniform 

and belt on my sword. Shove the FN into the holster 

Velcro’d to the vest, insert the spare clips and button the 

tunic closed around it all. 

 “Listen, Ses. You will be aboard Impérieuse when 

she tackles three ships now. You will wear a vest, right?” 

She looks grave. “You know, you’re right. I didn’t 

even think of that. But, I believe Thomas when he says that 

he can do this. Do you?” 

I hesitate: one hundred and eighty-eight guns against 

forty, and fifteen hundred men versus three hundred. “I 

would like it much better if you were to return to Bit-by-Bit 
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and wait.” And then before she can speak, I lean in and kiss 

her and add, “I know. It’s not going to happen. You want to 

be a part of this event’s history, not just some observer.” 

We kiss again and hug each other tightly. I release 

her as I hear Thomas’ tread on the stairs. 

Thomas enters the salon. He looks at me releasing 

Ses and says, “Josh. While I cannot make any guarantees, I 

assure you, I’m not rash with life. I believe Ses will be safe 

aboard Impérieuse, especially if she were to wear one of 

those vests.” 

Ses replies. “Agreed. I must retire to dress for my 

part.” 

I look at her departing back and smile tentatively at 

Thomas. He pats my shoulder. “Don’t worry, laddie. I’ll 

look after her for you.” 

“Thank you.” He nods and glances at his reflection 

in the salon door’s glass. 

“Aye. It will do. I may not resemble a boatman, but I 

don’t look like a post captain.” 

A short while later, James makes his appearance as 

the colonel, his sword at his side, pistols in his belt. Ses 

enters, dressed in a canvas long-sleeve shirt and trousers, 

her hair tucked in a bandanna. She has bound her breasts 
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and while not flat-chested, from the deck of La Clorinde, 

she will pass as Thomas’ son. 

I close the hatches, give my orders to Bit-by-Bit and 

take a last look around. We load the gear into Splinter II and 

climb aboard. A steady breeze pushes us along at five knots, 

under a cloudless sky. 

We sail on, alone on the sea. Impérieuse is hull down 

over the horizon, a little east of our position. Mr. Brown is 

scheduled to sail in closer, later this afternoon. The peak of 

Monte Urgull appears on the horizon and grows steadily 

taller as we approach. Thomas runs up the signal for today, 

hoists the tricolour a little higher on the flagpole at the stern 

and steers for the harbour mouth. 

Sunlight glints on the gun-sights on the Castile’s 

ramparts. The fortress was built in 1706 on the ruins of a 

chapel built in 1457, itself constructed on the ruins of a 

temple to Kronos, Zeus’ father. It’s seen its share of 

lightning bolts and blasts of thunder. Sloping steeply down 

from the fort to the sea, dusty tracts of loose gravel: the 

barren sides of Monte Urgull stripped of cover for enemy 

troops. To starboard, the Isla St. Clara is a mound of black 

rock, lined white by the surf at its feet. 

We sail between the crescent’s arms at the entrance 

to the bay. The water and sky blue, a few puffy clouds 
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overhead. The wind, sheltered here by the island and Monte 

Urgull, is about six knots, a gentle breeze on my face. We 

round the back of the little island and Ondaretta Beach lies 

ahead. Bleached white sand curving in an arc at the foot of 

the town outside the city.  

People walk the beach, a few swim near its edge. 

Drays, carts and wagons haul barrels of food and water 

along the coastal road. A steady stream of pedestrians enters 

and leaves the city’s gate. Some pushing handcarts of 

flowers and produce, others bent under backpacks of 

firewood. A flock of school kids shepherded by two nuns in 

black cowls and white bonnets walk out of the gate and turn 

towards the beach. All these people busy with life. Doing 

their thing, assuming tomorrow will follow today. Blissfully 

unaware of the inferno awaiting them at the end of August. 
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Chapter	27	

June 18, 1813 

San Sebastian, Spain. 

1030 hours. 

To afford Thomas a better view, we circle around the 

three ships maintaining our distance. We heave-to about two 

hundred yards from our targets. The ships are anchored in 

the same positions they occupied last night: La Clorinde 

closest to the port, the two seventy-fours in line astern of 

her in an arc matching the sweep of Ondaretta Beach. 

Thomas sits still, his eyes on the ships. “Aye. They 

are L’Invincible and Le Protée. The situation is perhaps not 

as troublesome as we feared. Le Protée is a training ship, 

well known for her slack crew and poor fighting record. See 
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- her yards are ahoo, and they have catted that bowser like a 

bunch of sad lubbers. L’Invincible, on the other hand, is the 

one to watch. She is commanded by Captain Palliér. He took 

Speedy from me, the wily devil.”  

Thomas studies each ship in turn. After a time, he 

indicates to Ses to trim the sail, and he steers us around all 

three ships once. He says, “We will put you aboard in a 

minute or two, for we want to fall in with her in the daylight 

and there’s only eight hours of that left, you understand?” 

We all nod, and he says, “Ses and I must be getting 

back to Impérieuse, for we have some things to do. We’ll be 

waiting for you about twenty miles east of here. I believe 

the captain of La Clorinde will stay close to the shore, 

rather than head more southerly. But again, you can keep us 

informed of that?” 

I nod. “We will. You should use an earpiece, hidden 

of course, or the crew will be a little upset to hear me 

coming from the speaker.” 

Her head bobs in agreement. 

Thomas says, “You will see us bearing down on you 

and will know we are about to attack. It would be best for 

you both to occupy the same spot. James, will you offer 

your services to their surgeon?” 
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“Of course. I will be in the Orlop. Josh will be with 

me.” 

“I think not, good Doctor. The sight and smell of all 

that blood and the rasp of your saw on bone, the screams of 

the wounded….” I shiver. “I will surely pass out. No, I will 

let them,” a nod at Ses and Thomas, “know where we both 

are when I see they are about to commence firing. Do not 

worry, I will be aware of what is happening and will ensure 

that I remain safe.” 

“Josh,” says Thomas. “You will avoid the rig, will 

you?” 

“Yes. And perhaps the stern?” 

“Aye, her rig and her rudder – we’ll be firing to 

disable, not to sink her. Are there any questions, then?” 

“You wish for me to give the order to sail to Bilbao 

immediately after we board?” asks James. 

“No, my friend. We will need about two hours, but it 

will depend on Lieutenant Brown’s zeal. He may have 

strayed closer, to pick us up sooner.” 

I say, “Ses can keep us informed by radio. She can 

tell us when to order anchors weighed. I will listen for her 

signal.” 

We each nod in turn and Thomas turns us toward La 

Clorinde. As we near, Sergeant Bourbon leans over the rail 
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to examine the boat and turns to a young boy behind him. 

The boy runs to the aft companion way and descends 

rapidly. He returns moments later accompanied by 

Commandant Coignart. Thomas rounds up and douses the 

sail with Ses’s help. I catch the line thrown by the Sergeant. 

A moment later, our little boat hooks to the side of La 

Clorinde. 

James and I ascend the rope ladder. On deck, we 

look at the little boat and nod. Thomas and Ses bow and 

push off. They raise the sail and begin their return trip. 

James and I watch the boat until it disappears behind the 

island. I’m not a religious man, but at this moment I am 

tempted to kneel, prostrate myself in prayer, do anything 

that might keep her safe. 

La Clorinde is about one hundred and fifty feet long. 

Her yards are not squared and some gaskets are tighter than 

others, causing the mainsail to hang in bunches. Lines of 

rope lie untidily coiled on the deck and the frappings of her 

18 pounders on each side of the deck are a little loose. 

About fifty men loll about on deck, eyeing us curiously. 

Commandant Coignart approaches. He smiles easily 

and welcomes us on board. His Shako makes him almost 

seven feet tall, yet his shoulders still seem in proportion. He 

salutes James, smiles again, and introduces us to La 
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Clorinde’s skipper, Captain Grosser. We salute, remove our 

hats with a flourish and bow. The Captain is about the same 

height as James, and his lips smack wetly as he smiles at us. 

“A pleasure to welcome you aboard, Colonel, 

Commandant.” 

 “Thank-you, Captain. Commandant,” says James, 

“with your permission, I would like to suggest to the 

Captain that he prepare to get underway?” 

The Captain nods, looks quickly at Coignart, and 

raises his shoulders in a Gallic shrug. 

Coignart studies James for a moment and then 

examines me. He nods to the Captain, and James continues. 

“I am expecting a signal within a couple of hours that will 

give us our destination. When it comes, there will be not a 

moment to lose.” 

The Captain frowns, gazing about his ship. “But we 

are ready, mon Colonel,” he says. “It is the work of a few 

minutes to get underway.” He bows, clicks his heels and 

walks away. He issues orders to his Lieutenant, and a boat 

on the larboard side, engaged in painting the topsides, is 

hauled aboard. Coignart steps closer to me and continues his 

frank appraisal. I return his gaze. Brown eyes bright with 

intelligence. His scars twitch as he lifts one side of his lip in 

half a smile. He nods at me. Glances down at the handle of 
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my sword and his eyes narrow. He shrugs. Nods to James, 

salutes, and goes below. 

We both breathe out slowly and relax our shoulders. 

“That guy makes me nervous,” I say quietly in French. 

“Perhaps it's the stories of his abilities that spook me, but he 

seems to be boring a hole into my head when he looks at me 

like that. I feel like all my secrets are flashing like neon 

signs. Sorry – bright lights.” 

James shakes his head. “Never fear, Commandant. 

Your skills at deception are greater than you assume. You 

deceived me, remember? And I pride myself on my ability 

to sniff out a lie.” He adds, as I hang my head, “It was 

meant as a compliment, Josh. Subterfuge is a necessary part 

of war.” 

I shrug and turn to starboard. Say, “See,” inclining 

my head in their direction, “the seventy-fours. They too are 

preparing to get underway.” 

“Aye. Use my back to shield you while you tell our 

friends that they should expect some company.” 

I take the watch from my pocket and key the 

microphone behind James’ back. Say softly in English, 

“Ses. The escort is preparing to sail.” 

“Roger,” she says. 
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Replace the watch in my pocket, walk in front of 

James and turn to face him. Say in French, “I should ascend 

to the top to await the signal, sir.” 

He nods. I approach the quarterdeck. Pause near one 

of the 32-pound carronades frapped to its rail. Catch the eye 

of the Lieutenant on duty. Ask him if I may borrow a 

telescope. The Captain glances up at my approach, and 

seems surprised at me halting at the edge of the quarterdeck. 

He crosses to hear my request. 

“But of course, Commandant. But how is it, my 

young friend,” he says, looking at me keenly, “that you 

knew to pause on the threshold of my deck? To await my 

invitation?” 

“My grandfather was in the navy, Captain. He told 

me stories. Thank you for the telescope. If you will excuse 

me, sir, I must climb to the top, to await our signal.” 

“Of course,” he says clicking his heels. He returns to 

the windward side of his quarterdeck and resumes his slow 

pacing. 

I walk to the starboard side, jump to top of the rail 

and grasp the mainchains. Swing myself up and into the 

shrouds. Climb the ratlines to the top, remembering to hold 

the shrouds and not the cross lines. The thick strands scratch 

at my hands. The vegetable smell of hemp fills my nostrils 
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and the wind freshens as I climb. It’s hot in the sunshine and 

my uniform coat’s dark blue serge raises a sweat. My canvas 

shirt sticks to my back and chest, and my own scent 

combines with the smells of sea and rope. 

Reach the top, grasp its base and lever myself up 

through the lubber’s hole: the circular gap between the base 

and the mast, designed to allow easy access to the top. Of 

course, the hole is only used by inexperienced landlubbers. 

Real sailors grab the futtock shroud and swing themselves 

out around the edge of the top, their bodies leaning 

backwards over the void at forty-five degrees. They hang a 

hundred feet above the deck before clambering over the top 

and in. 

I squirm through the hole and stand in the top. The 

lookout in the main mast’s top, about forty feet behind me 

and fifteen feet higher, waves. I wave back. Turn and look 

about me. The same few clouds hang above us, about four 

knots of wind from starboard in the sheltered harbour. 

Perfect for weighing anchor and heading into the bay of 

Biscay. 

 To my right, five three-masted Xebec merchantmen 

lie at anchor in a semi-circle matching the curve of the 

lagoon’s shoreline. A fleet of small craft ply to and fro from 

the port to the merchantmen. The small boats, low on the 
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water on the way out, loaded with sacks of food, bales of 

hay, coops of chickens, barrels of water, one with a cow 

held upright by four well-built men. Lightly laden boats on 

the way home, pushed gently by the wind and their crew’s 

broad smiles. 

A flotilla of canoes surrounds our convoy of three 

warships. Hundreds waiting their turn alongside in 

concentric circles of ordered lines. Selling fruit, fish, fresh 

meat, milk, eggs, and, from my perch’s view of the forepeak 

companionway, women.  

Raise my eyes from the water to take in San 

Sebastian sprawled at my feet. I’m leaning on the top’s side, 

my back to the mast. About nine thousand people live here 

now. And then, beginning on the night of August 31st, San 

Sebastian burns for seven days. The stone buildings act like 

square chimneys over wooden beams, floors, columns, 

ceilings and panelling, and the carpets, drapes, clothes and 

paintings that line and pad our homes. And human fat. 

Perfect furnaces each one, updrafts raging like firestorms 

from hell. One thousand civilians will die, six hundred 

houses and the city hall and all its records will burn to ash.  

The larger part of the town outside the city wall 

sprawls now in a gradual arc of stone and brick buildings 

edged by Ondaretta beach. A few flimsy wooden structures 
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line the water’s edge. Change booths? The city wall thick 

enough to drive a carriage on top. Inside the wall a few 

church steeples like leafless trees against the haze of 

cooking fires. A city of almost regular city blocks 

intersected mostly by four right-angled streets. A prosperous 

city of pale yellow stone. 

People throng the pavement. Carts, carriages and 

people on horseback jostle for right of way on the roads. 

Stalls on sidewalks offer fruit and fish. The bar I recharged 

in last night has opened its patio. White tables peeking from 

beneath red and white umbrellas; people enjoying the 

sunshine, morning papers and coffee and croissants. It’s 

business as usual. The French garrison doubles the 

population’s size. No wonder the city is bustling. 

The rubble cleared from the gate, the only sign of 

last night’s explosion visible from here is the hole in the 

curtain wall where I placed the C4. Weeks from now, all 

that’s left will be a few buildings on one street. And a 

smouldering ruin with eight thousand homeless and broke. 

Amidst the Grand Larceny of war our little heist is trivial. 

But loss of life isn’t about statistics, is it?  My sneaky 

conscience at work. Every good rationalisation countered 

with a question I can’t answer. I answered its question of 

should I by placing myself in front of Impérieuse and 
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hoping she’d stop. Now its asking me a more personal 

question: Truly, what the fuck am I doing here? 

A few hours from now these three war ships and 

their crews of more than fifteen hundred men, plus two, will 

be attacked by one of the best fighting frigates in the world. 

One busy preparing to engage and sink or disable the two 

line of battle ships, and capture the frigate I’m standing on. 

It’s a sure bet that many of the sailors I see walking the 

decks below me will soon be dead or maimed for life. James 

and I may be, too. And of course, Impérieuse may be sunk 

or disabled, too, given the odds. Using official jargon to 

mask the death of Ses and Thomas. And Mr. Mapleton. And 

the rest of Impérieuse’s three hundred-man crew. Plus one. 

Dear God… 

I shake my head, sit on a rolled topsail and rest the 

telescope on the top’s rounded side. Lean my forehead on 

the wood and close my eyes. If there is a God, and you’ve 

never prayed before, what happens when you do? Do the 

odds improve if you ask for help for someone else rather 

than yourself? I’d like to think God would be forgiving, lack 

human sensitivity and ego. Ignore my previous lapses and 

welcome another believer to the fold. But the Old Testament 

God is vengeful with an infinite memory. The New 

Testament version of redemption regardless of quantity and 
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magnitude of sin seems unlikely. And Allah is just too far 

from my roots. It’s difficult to believe that a master plan for 

humanity exists. 

Six bells strike below. Once again, I’m waiting to go 

into action. I stand and pace my confined space. A tight 

little circle. My right thigh brushes against the wooden 

planks, my left pant leg catching on the iron collars securing 

the top to the mast. The irony of going round in small 

circles again is not lost on me and I smile grimly. 

Suddenly the watch vibrates in my pocket and a tiny 

beep issues. I take it out, adjust the volume to low and click 

the transmitter twice. Ses says, “Sailor boy. We’ll be aboard 

in fifteen minutes. Go now. Good luck. I love you.” 

“I love you. And be careful. Out.” 

I straighten up and study the shore through the 

telescope. Wave the telescope above my head to flash its 

brass in the sun. Fake acknowledgement in case Coignart is 

observing me from the deck. Climb down, and cross to 

James. I say, for his ears alone, “They will be aboard in ten 

minutes. We’re on. Four hours of daylight.” 

James nods and calls out, “Captain! We will leave 

now. Bilbao is our destination. Please send a man to inform 

Commandant Coignart. I have been told that the King 
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himself will be there to greet us, and you know how he 

hates to be kept waiting.” 

The Captain nods. Bows. Turns to his Bosun and 

issues his orders. The Bosun pipes Make Sail. Men run to 

the shrouds and make their way aloft. They let fall the sails 

and the crew on deck sheet them tight. La Clorinde slowly 

gathers way. The pipe shrills again and the crews move to 

the capstan in preparation for weighing anchor. 

Pipes whistle from the two seventy-fours. Their top-

men swarm aloft. Other crewmembers move to pick a 

wooden stave from the rack and insert it into a hole in the 

capstan, ready to begin hauling the anchor from the seabed.  

“Captain!” James calls. The man returns. “Those 

ships. What are they?” 

“Colonel,” the Captain says with all the patience he 

can muster for an army man out of his depth, “they are our 

escort. A little protection.” He looks around, steps closer 

and says softly, “With all that gold aboard, an escort is 

indeed comforting.” 

James steps back. Angles his head away from the 

Captain and says icily. “You know the contents of the 

chests? Be careful, Captain. Such knowledge could get you 

shot.” 
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The man pales and wipes his moustache. “Sir. 

Conjecture alone! The chests are so heavy, such big locks. I 

meant nothing, Colonel.” 

“As you wish,” says James, with a dismissive wave. 

“For myself, I feel an escort draws too much attention.” 

The Captain nods and turns to the unmooring of his 

ship. The men strain on the capstan bars and the cable 

comes aboard, oozing a foul-smelling mud onto the tiers. La 

Clorinde moves towards her anchor and the capstan clicks 

more rapidly as the anchor frees from the mud. The anchor 

is weighed and catted moments later. 

I turn to watch the seventy-fours. As Thomas 

predicted, the second ship’s trainee crew has hung her main 

on the yard. A few men walk across the yard, drop into the 

footropes and free the snag. They haul on the sail and make 

fast its sheets. Our escorts falls in behind us and all three 

ships head for the channel to the sea. 

James and I stand at the rail amidships. James 

watches the battle ships sailing astern of us: towering masts, 

massive yardarms, three rows of guns bristling down their 

sides. He shakes his head. 

I say, following his gaze, “Yeah. Seems impossible, 

doesn’t it?” 
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He laughs. “My friend. You misunderstood me. It 

was sheer amazement in advance. He has always 

accomplished what he said he would. Except, possibly, a 

week ago.” 

“Aix Roads,” I say, and he nods. I add, “Yeah, but he 

did sink and destroy a quarter of the fleet. Still a 

considerable achievement.” 

James looks troubled and says, “I know you cannot 

answer, Josh. But I fear his decisions during the next few 

months may come to weigh heavily on his career.” 

I shrug.  I’d like to tell James to warn him, to at least 

alert to him to the consequences of his next steps. But 

instead I turn to watch San Sebastian fade behind the Isla St. 

Clara. My last view of the city before I come back two 

hundred years from now. 

The people of San Sebastian will rebuild their city on 

the ruins of the old one. They open the city hall around 

1830, seventeen years after the fire. They design and build a 

beautiful pale yellow city, this time with wide streets, open 

squares and an amphitheatre. And a fire code. Their bars and 

restaurants will once again throng with people enjoying 

summer’s easy living; their stalls will again brim with red 

and yellow roses and bright splashes of purple 
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bougainvillea.  If these people can rebuild from the ashes, 

why can’t we all?  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Chapter	28	

June 18, 1813 

North Atlantic Ocean  
1 mile SE of  
San Sebastian, Spain. 

1330 hours. 

We sail clear of the harbour entrance and turn east 

towards Bilbao further along the bay. I step behind James’s 

back, extract the watch and bend my head towards the 

microphone. “Ses,” I whisper. “Tell Thomas that we are 

heading two-seventy degrees, will be about three miles off 

shore.” 

“Roger. Wait for ETA… Thomas says about three 

hours, give or take. Out.” 

James nods. The two seventy-fours follow in a line 

astern. Behind them, the Castile’s sandy rocks and big gun 
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barrels perched high atop the barren slopes of Monte Urgull 

mark the harbour entrance. 

A cough sounds from behind. The Captain removes 

his hat, bows, and smiles. “Pardon, Messieurs. Perhaps you 

wish a tour of my ship? I would be honoured to show you 

around.” He waves his arm in a semi-circle and smiles. “She 

is the pride of her class. But perhaps we could begin with 

some lunch?” 

“I would like to speak to Commandant Coignart,” 

says James. 

“But of course, mon Colonel.” The Captain leads us 

under the quarterdeck to the stern and tells the sentry at the 

door of his cabin to summon the Commandant. He motions 

us inside and seats us. The table’s white-cloth, silverware 

and crystal shine in the afternoon sun beaming through the 

stern gallery. 

“Forgive me, gentleman. I thought to presume a 

morsel of food and wine would not be amiss. I know that a 

mere Captain cannot aspire to the same table as a Colonel in 

the personal service of the King of Spain, but I believe you 

will find the fare tolerable.” 

He pats his belly as he speaks, licks his lips, and a 

smile of anticipation lights his cheeks. James chuckles. 

“Captain. Whatever you choose to serve will be better than 

!312



the fare the army is accustomed to. Many a day do we pass 

without consuming a drop of wine or a crumb of bread.” 

“Mon Dieu! Neither bread nor wine? I believe my 

life would ebb with the tide of such a day.” 

The steward arrives, unloads a tray of glasses, two 

decanters, platters of hors’ d’oeuvres, canapés, and side 

plates. The door opens to admit Commandant Coignart. “Ah 

Colonel, Commandant,” he says with a big smile. “I see our 

gracious host, Captain Grosser, has prepared another feast 

he calls a snack.” 

The Captain smiles and nods. He hands us each a 

plate. He watches, fingers drumming, as we pick at the 

platter’s contents, pour wine and sit. He fills his own plate 

to almost overflowing. Slops wine into his glass and sits 

heavily. He raises his glass, and both James and I raise ours. 

Coignart looks at us for a moment, lifts his glass and says, 

“The Emperor Napoleon. May his glories continue.” 

As we drink, Coignart says to James in a bantering 

tone, “In the army, one stands to toast our leader. You and 

your aide, sir, how did you know about the Navy’s 

customs?” 

“Commandant,” says James softy, “your question 

borders on impertinence. You wish us to tell you where we 

have served and on which ships as marines?” 
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“No. Of course not, sir. Forgive me if I seem overly 

curious. But your orders were not expected and even now, I 

find myself wondering….” He trails off, a hint of suspicion 

darkening his eyes. 

Attempting a feint, I say, “Captain Grosser. You were 

right about the wine and food your table provides. And so 

was my Colonel. I have not eaten like this since I was in 

Paris some time ago. May I?” 

“But of course, mon ami, of course. Please to go 

ahead and help yourself. Try one of these delectable 

sausages, and perhaps a duck pâté?” 

We eat for a while. The Captain, looking at me, says, 

“You mention Paris. When were you last there?” He looks at 

James, wipes his moustache and says, “I mean no 

disrespect, sir. I am simply curious to know about the 

mother city. It has been five years since I was there. The 

Seine, Notre Dame, I know of a little Bistro on the left 

bank….” 

My mind tunes him out as he flows on about its 

superb pastries. From the sun’s position in the stern gallery, 

we have about an hour before Thomas might appear on the 

horizon. I’m suddenly aware of a silence at the table. Look 

up to see James looking at me, the Commandant waiting on 

my reply. 
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“I do beg your pardon, Commandant,” I say. “I was 

taken with a thought that I am afraid is for my Colonel’s 

ears alone. What was your question?” 

“The Colonel tells me that you know something 

about the Battle of Bautzen. How did it fare?” 

“The Emperor won the battle, defeating the Russians 

and Prussians, although without his cavalry, as you know, 

lost in the retreat from Russia, he could not effectively wipe 

out their armies. A narrow French victory was declared. You 

will be pleased to know that the battle was one of the 

Emperor’s brilliant strategic victories. I am afraid that is all 

his dispatch to the King mentioned.” 

Coignart smiles in pleasure and raises his glass, “It is 

good to get news so quickly.” Yeah, right, round trip of two 

hundred years. We raise our glasses in return and we all 

clink and sip. He eats, keeping his thoughts to himself, and 

James and I are content to do the same. 

A while later the lookout cries out, Sail Ho.  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Chapter	29	

June 18, 1813 

North Atlantic Ocean  
20 nautical miles SE  
of San Sebastian, Spain. 

1740 hours. 

Captain Grosser leaps to his feet. “Forgive me 

gentlemen. I will return in a moment.” 

Coignart excuses himself and follows the Captain out 

the cabin. James and I remain at the table, sipping our wine. 

James raises his glass to me and whispers, “To success. Que 

no haya novedad.” 

My head tilted to one side, I slowly mouth my 

attempt to translate. He smiles and nods. “May no new thing 

arise. Not entirely appropriate, perhaps. It is usually said on 
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parting. But it conveys the desire for you to avoid bad luck. 

The Spaniards appear to prefer tradition to novelty; ordered 

routine over unexpected events. A strange contradiction for 

the nation who sailed over the earth’s flat edge to discover 

America, not so?” 

We both laugh softly. I raise my glass and say, “To 

the power to dispel undesirable new things at will.” 

“Aye. Well said.” We clink and drink. Set our glasses 

on the table and the Captain enters the cabin. Eyes alight, a 

smile lifting his upper lip to reveal stained and uneven teeth, 

he says, “We have sighted a British merchantman.” He 

points out the gallery to the sea. “Ha, a fortunate occasion 

indeed. Typical of the merchant marine, her lookout is blind. 

She is sailing directly towards us. The lamb into the lion’s 

den, not so? Perhaps you would wish to observe the Navy at 

work for a change? One of our escort is steering a course to 

intercept. It maybe that she has a valuable cargo. We might 

please the King yet.” 

We stand and he leads us to the starboard deck. The 

sun is low in front of us, still white and hot, an hour or more 

to sunset. A steady ten knot breeze raises a slight swell.  

We join Commandant Coignart standing beside the 

rail. The four of us in a line grouped in pairs; opposing 

teams close to a friend, separated from their enemies by a 

!318



slight gap. We gaze at the approaching ship. With the odds 

so in their favour, the Commandant and Captain stand 

relaxed and loose, leaning lightly on their hands on the rail, 

feet braced against the slight roll. 

Le Protée angles away, bowsprit aimed at the slowly 

approaching ship, already five cables of blue water between 

us. Captain Grosser walks to the wheel to converse with his 

First Lieutenant. 
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James and I drift away from Coignart to stand near 

the starboard forepeak rail, watching the two ships approach 

each other. James says softly, “But what ship is this?” 

I say, “Think of a Greek drama.”   

He peers at the ship and smiles. “Of course. Masks. I 

had forgotten his penchant for disguises.” 

Impérieuse wears a canvas drape painted to resemble 

the hull and hide her guns. The edge of the canvas blends 

invisibly into the wooden planks of her hull above the 

waterline, and from this distance it looks genuine. I mutter, 

“How in hell’s name did they make that so quickly?” 

“Now that I understand what it is, I remember us 

using this same disguise a few weeks ago. Nothing is ever 

thrown away in the Navy.” 

I nod. Hoarders everywhere, especially on boats. 

Impérieuse’s rigging differs, too: her yards all ahoo – at 

angles to each other, some tilted forward, others slightly 

back - and she looks like she carries much less sail. I 

position myself between James and the rail, turn my back to 

Coignart and lift the watch close to my lips. “Ses. We’re on 

the forepeak.” 

She replies quietly. “Thomas says when Le Protée 

sinks, you are to go below. To the Orlop.” 

“Roger.” 
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I move to stand next to James again. He nods his 

acknowledgement. We return our gaze to the ships and sea. 

L’Invincible maintains her station two cable lengths astern 

leaving Le Protée on her own to intercept Impérieuse. The 

crew of Le Protée move languidly to stations. Some climb 

aloft, but on deck men load shot and cartridges for only 

three guns of her starboard battery. The captain and his 

officers cluster on the quarterdeck. Many of her crew line 

the starboard rail, their stations forgotten. A fat, sluggish 

merchantman sailed by a lazy bunch of civilians who post 

blind lookouts? Three guns is two more than needed: she 

will obviously heave-to in fright when the warning shot 

fires across her bow. 

L’Invincible’s crew, meanwhile, line the rail, 

watching their luckier friends sail off for a bit of fun with 

the British. Captain Palliér stands on the windward side of 

his quarterdeck, conversing with a young officer. A 

Lieutenant based on his dark blue coat, gold braid on his 

shoulders and the two, broad red cuffs. The Captain’s dark 

blue coat looks almost black in the slanting rays of sunlight. 

Gold epaulettes on his shoulders, his two-cornered hat fore 

and aft on his head and sword on his right side. Black 

leather boots to his knee. They talk idly looking across the 

steadily increasing distance between themselves and Le 
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Protée. Impérieuse sails on, still apparently unaware of her 

danger, now two miles from Le Protée. She will be within 

range of the larger ship’s bigger guns in about fifteen 

minutes. 

Captain Palliér says something to his Lieutenant. The 

man turns and passes the order on to a midshipman who 

runs down the companionway. Emerges thirty seconds later 

carrying his captain’s telescope. He trots to the quarterdeck, 

snaps to attention in front of his Captain and hands it across. 

Captain Palliér raises the telescope to his right eye, 

focuses and slowly pans across the foreigner’s deck. Le 

Protée is now a mile and a half away, Impérieuse a little 

further and he studies the foreigner carefully. Suddenly he 

stiffens. Edges sideways on his feet to peer beyond the 

merchantman’s shroud, and refocuses his scope. Remains 

immobile for seconds. He snaps his telescope closed on his 

thigh and spins quickly to face his Lieutenant. The man runs 

to the mizzenmast. The Lieutenant shouts “Stations!” to the 

Bosun and his pipe pitches the signal across the water. A 

moment later, a hoist races up the mizzenmast and the 

signal’s flags snap open in the breeze. I point it out to 

James, just as a gun fires from her quarterdeck to draw 

attention to it. 
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On La Clorinde Captain Grosser turns from his 

conversation with his Lieutenant, frowning, his eyes slanted 

like question marks. He reads the signal. Turns to his Bosun 

and shouts Stations. Quarters shrill from the Bosun’s pipe. 

A moment later, Impérieuse raises her canvas skirts 

changing from a certain victim into a mildly amusing threat. 

The Captain smiles at us reassuringly. He shouts across, 

“Cheeky, this one. We will teach him a lesson.” 

“Captain,” says Coignart loudly enough to carry the 

distance to the quarterdeck, “how long will this delay us? I 

am most anxious to reach Bilbao.” 

“But of course, mon Commandant. One French 

seventy-four is sufficient for ten British frigates, let alone 

one. We will continue on towards our destination. You will 

be treated to an interesting spectacle.” Men race around 

James and I on the deck: gun crews loosening the tackles, 

boys running from the magazine below, bringing shot and 

powder. Marines climb aloft. Near us, all along the rail, men 

stuff their hammocks into the balustrade. They string the 

splinter nets over our heads and tighten them in place. 

James and I move further forward to stand out of the way 

alongside the bowsprit. 

I look again at Le Protée. Men run on her deck, 

hurrying to their action stations. But their officers shout and 
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wave their arms, and a few of the youngsters circle 

aimlessly. Some guns lack crews and are still frapped to her 

sides. Splinter nets appear and the hammocks begin filling 

the rails. 

Then, she’s ready. Her marines aloft in the rigging, 

muskets ready to fire on the enemy’s deck gunners. The gun 

crews stripped to their waists, bandanas around their heads, 

the officers grouped on her quarterdeck, their swords at 

their sides. Wisps of smoke rise from the slow-match fuses. 

La Clorinde, too, has settled into her battle stations. 

The smell of burning fuses eddies about the deck, men 

standing motionless, eyes on the two ships now two-and-a-

half miles away. I look up through the splinter netting and 

glance over at the sun a handbreadth above the horizon. 

Now a mile apart, Impérieuse is almost within range 

of the bigger guns on Le Protée.  Le Protée turns slowly to 

larboard to bring her starboard battery to bear. A rolling 

flash of flame ripples down her starboard topside, followed 

a moment later by a barrage of thunder. Smoke boils out and 

up in thirty-seven plumes, slowly blending into a single 

black cloud rising above the ship. The thirty-seven shots of 

her broadside smack into the water and plumes of water 

spout, well short of Impérieuse. 
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A rousing cheer rings out from Impérieuse. In what 

appears to be a single movement, every spar aboard her 

clicks into place. Her topsails and all her courses fall like a 

cloud. Crack into perfect curves with a sound like a rifle 

shot and Impérieuse leaps forward. 

Captain Palliér on L’Invincible stops pacing. Captain 

Grosser’s smile fades. He mutters Mon Dieu and leans 

forward to grip the quarterdeck’s rail. Commandant 

Coignart stiffens. Orders shrill aboard L’Invincible. She 

turns to go to Le Protée’s assistance. 

A moment later, the acrid smell of burnt powder 

reaches us. Impérieuse heads directly towards Le Protée at 

seven knots, her bow wave curling up white against her 

black cutwater. The two ships sails toward each other for 

minutes, their combined speed closing the gap rapidly. A 

full four minutes elapses before Le Protée yaws to larboard 

and her thirty-seven starboard guns fire again in a ripple. 

Two shots raise a plume of water that reaches Impérieuse’s 

deck. One ball skips three times across the sea to fetch up 

against her side with no visible damage. The remainder 

howl overhead and splash out of sight behind her. 

Le Protée jibes back on course towards Impérieuse. 

The crews on all four ships stand silently. Intent. On board 

La Clorinde, the wind breathes in the rigging, and the hull 
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creaks and groans on each roll. Water rushes along the sides. 

James and I, too, stand without a word between us, 

engrossed. 

Le Protée turns slowly to starboard, to bring her 

larboard side to face Impérieuse in preparation for firing her 

guns. 

A cable length from Le Protée, Impérieuse rounds up 

suddenly to starboard. Her yards and sails bang as she 

heaves-to and stops dead in the water. The Captain on Le 

Protée appears stunned by the manoeuvre and for a few 
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critical seconds, she continues turning her side until it faces 

Impérieuse’s guns broadside on. The captains of 

Impérieuse’s guns sight their weapons, nudging traversing 

plates, swivelling them round to bear on their mark. They 

lever the chocks in with their marlinspikes, depressing the 

barrels slightly. Each man raises his right hand when his gun 

is ready to fire. With sixteen hands up, Mr. Brown waits as 

Le Protée rolls on a swell. The wet, wooden planking of her 

hull below the waterline gleams in the sun. He yells Fire! 

Impérieuse’s sixteen guns on her larboard side blaze out in a 

single explosion from point-blank range. Smokes bursts 

upward from the guns, flames stabbing through in red 

streaks. 
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Chapter	30	

June 18, 1813 

North Atlantic Ocean  
20 miles SE of  
San Sebastian, Spain. 

1801 hours. 

Impérieuse rounds again. Her sails snap into position 

and she forges ahead. As the smoke clears it looks, for an 

inconceivable instant, as if she missed completely. But then 

Le Protée rolls on the swell, and a single jagged hole three 

feet across gapes in her midships, much of it below the 

waterline. She rolls again, submerging the hole. With a 

splintering crash, the midships hatch explodes upward atop 

a jet of water. The hatch tumbles in the air and clouds of 

dust erupt from every open hatch, propelled by the 
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inrushing water. The crew on deck stand frozen. Then they 

scream and run. The ones wearing swords draw them and 

hack at the splinter netting, frantically cutting escape-holes.  

Le Protée lists to larboard. Apart from a few broken 

hatches, she looks unharmed. The masts and rig tilt a few 

more degrees. A few more and she’s now heeled ten 

degrees. Her mainmast shudders. Twitches again. Jerks 

violently and a sharp crack reverberates below decks. The 

wind pushes the mast and it leans further. The rigging 

stretches thinner and thinner, creaking in a slowly rising key 

until it screams for a second and explodes. The lines of rope 

whip and twang against the masts and flail men off the deck. 

Marines, flung from their sniper positions in the rig, hit the 

sea still clutching their muskets. The mast smacks into the 

water on top of them all. 

Her starboard guns tear loose, hurtle across thirty-

feet of deck and crush men against wooden barriers. A few 

burst through the larboard rail, making matchsticks of the 

bulwark. Le Protée rolls along with her guns and her masts 

reach forty-five degrees. Marines lose their grip on the 

mizzen and foremast shrouds and yards, and plummet into 

the sea, their screams cut short as they hit the water. 

Her yards touch the water and the mainsail spreads 

out like a giant shroud. We watch the feebly moving humps 
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in the sail in horror: men trapped below it. Their jerks slow 

and stop. 

 A vast sigh of air escapes and Le Protée capsizes. 

Her bottom glares at the sky for seconds. Bits of wood shoot 

into the air, and, with another great sigh, she disappears 

from view. The strangled sobs of drowning men fill our ears 

and then they too fade. An appalled silence falls on board 

La Clorinde. 

“Holy shit,” I whisper. Impérieuse has just fired 

sixteen 18 pounders at Le Protée’s side from six hundred 

feet away. Her 288-pound broadside blew a three feet hole 

through a foot of oak planking, crushed the inboard 

bulkheads and fractured the mainmast just above its step on 

the keel. 

Captain Grosser cries out in panic, forgetting we are 

already at battle stations: “Quarters. Quickly! For the love 

of God! Quarters!” He races down the companionway from 

the quarterdeck to stand between Coignart and us. He stands 

for moments, swivelling his head from Coignart to James 

and back again. Then he rushes on. “Sirs. Perhaps you 

would care to go below? We must fly like the wind. That 

cursed Cochrane! It can only be Il lupo de mer. Never in life 

have I seen such a thing. A seventy-four sunk by a single 

broadside from a frigate. A conjurer’s trick!” 
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Impérieuse races towards us, the wind off her 

starboard aft quarter, broad reaching at close on eight knots. 

On board La Clorinde, men stand at their stations. They 

look anxiously at Impérieuse bearing down on them and 

crouch a little, tighten their hands on their weapons. Many 

make the sign of the cross. 

Aboard L’Invincible, a calm prevails; men poised, 

waiting. Ready. Captain Palliér stands on the ratlines of the 

starboard mainchains, hanging about twelve feet above the 

deck. He’s body rigid, telescope locked to his right eye, his 

left clamping him to the ropes. 

I glance at James. He’s slowly scanning the sea, 

shaking his head. A few bodies float face down, the only 

visible signs of Le Protée’s six hundred-and-fifty man crew. 

His face is white, his mouth invisible, eyes slits, hands 

clenched on the rail. I’m stunned by Thomas and his crew’s 

skills and James is thinking of people. First Nudge’s 

deathcount now six hundred and fifty-one. I’m being a true 

techie, ignoring the social implications.  

He turns to me and whispers, “Much as I admire my 

friend and Captain, I would wish to have not seen that. 

Ruthless efficiency is a good thing in warfare, if you are 

intent on winning, and why else fight? But to see it snuff 

out so many so quickly with such apparent ease is 
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frightening. I will console myself with the thought that at 

least their deaths were relatively quick. And that our friends 

are unmarked as yet.”  

We both turn towards Impérieuse. She’s about a mile 

upwind of us. Again she slows to a stop and heaves-to. Men 

lean over her larboard rail working on something out of 

sight. Others man lines on a boom swung over the side, 

lowering something to the water. Her sails again slot into 

place and she surges ahead, leaving three rafts and Splinter 

II in her wake. Midshipman Mapleton sits in the stern sheets 

of the boat, sailing towards L’Invincible, a wisp of his blond 

hair escaping the back of his hat. 

As Impérieuse’s stern clears the last raft, all three 

begin to smoke. A slight gray plume at first. Then the wind 

catches at the makeshift sails and fans the flames. The 

smoke darkens and thickens into a black pall. 

Impérieuse sails on, aiming directly for the gap 

between L’Invincible and La Clorinde. But I’m looking at 

the little boat’s skipper. I say uncertainly to James, “Is that 

Mister Mapleton in the little boat?”  

At that moment a gust of wind catches the 

midshipman’s hat and blows it off. Blond curls gleam in the 

sun like gold. I gasp. 
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James says, “Mother of God. Thomas would never 

have countenanced this.” 

Ses takes bearings and corrects her course to head 

for L’Invincible’s midships. I turn to look at L’Invincible. 

Men line her rail watching Ses approach in the boat. This is 

madness. In a moment they will start shooting at her. 

 She lowers her body behind the boat’s topsides.  I 

think I detect a slight movement of Impérieuse’s sails 

behind her and then a large black cloud of smoke closes 

over Impérieuse, obscures Ses and sweeps towards us. It 

envelops L’Invincible and a moment later we choke on the 

fumes as visibility drops to a few feet. 

James grabs my shoulder. “Josh, she knows what she 

does. You must follow the orders we were given. Come, my 

friend. You must take me below. To the Orlop. Come now. I 

am unable to find it unaided.” 

I walk backwards, trying to penetrate the fumes. 

James tugs my sleeve and I reluctantly turn and lead him to 

the aft companionway. I hesitate again and he gently but 

firmly pushes me down the first step. We descend to the 

lower deck and make our way to the Orlop. The ship’s 

Surgeon lies drunk at his desk, his chests and instruments 

still stowed. James taps him on his bald spot. The man 

blinks, rubs his eyes and James says in French, “Wake up. 
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You will soon have patients. You must be ready to do your 

duty. Come, you poor sot. Up. Wash your face. Bring me 

water and sand. Aide. Help me lash these chests into an 

operating table.” 

The ship’s surgeon staggers to his feet. Mutters 

something which seems to end in Qui mon Colonel. He rubs 

his eyes, belches, shakes his head and crosses to a chest of 

drawers. Passes saws, knives, suture needles and tubs for 

body parts to James. The surgeon unlocks the dispensary. 

Takes down a flask of laudanum for the pain, bandages, 

splints and thread. From another drawer, extracts leather 

straps to bind patients to the operating table. The surgeon 

disappears and returns with buckets of water to wash away 

the blood. He crosses to a cupboard in the corner, takes 

hessian bags from it and fills four buckets with sand. Places 

them on the floor in a neat line. The sand will be poured 

onto the blood which will soon coat the cabin sole, to make 

it less slippery. 

Impérieuse’s guns fire, reduced to a dull crump by 

water and the hull. Wood shatters with a loud crack up 

forward. La Clorinde veers off course and swerves back 

again. She opens fire above our heads. A rolling barrage of 

thunder echoes along the deck and reverberates down the 

bulkheads to boom around us. Each explosion followed by a 

!335



sharp crack on the deck above us as the gun recoils to the 

tackle’s limit and slams down on the deck. The sounds of 

truck wheels grinding across the deck and guns being 

hauled in to reload ripple from aft forwards.  

Seconds pass. A barrage of shots hammers into our 

starboard side. “Too heavy for Impérieuse’s broadside,” I 

say to James, as La Clorinde staggers under the impact. 

Just as James turns to speak, a man is brought in 

screaming, his leg hanging by a flap of flesh, severed by a 

large splinter of oak protruding from his thigh. Leaving the 

surgeons to their grisly work, I make my way back up to the 

main deck. 

The smoke thins as I gain the rail. To my surprise 

Impérieuse is not in between us and L’Invincible, but still 

ahead, just getting underway again from heaved-to. 

L’Invincible is stationary, her bowsprit trailing in the sea. 

Men stand on the forepeak, chopping at the wreckage to free 

her of the drag. Her mizzenmast has shattered half way up 

and pieces of the top lie strewn across the deck. 

On La Clorinde, men shout in confusion, attempting 

to clear wreckage from the starboard guns and reload. Many 

of her starboard guns are stove in, her rail reduced to a few 

sticks. The deck is thick with blood, and bits of tissue and 

body parts sear my eyes. I look away, to sea. 

!336



Splinter is now three hundred yards from 

L’Invincible’s starboard side. Waiting her arrival at midships 

on the deck, stand five men with pikes and sabres. 

She’s going to need some help. Look around the deck 

and see Captain Grosser sitting near the wheel, his back 

against the rail, his arm in a sling. I walk to him. 

“That devil,” he says. “We fired on each other.” He 

kicks his foot out and the shot rolls from under his boot to 

stop at my feet. A 32 pounder. Heavier than any of 

Impérieuse’s guns. Impérieuse had not sailed between the 
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two ships as she was doing before her smoke screen 

obscured her. Instead she had heaved-to and fired on the two 

French ships from ahead of their positions. Blinded by the 

smoke and thinking she was in the middle between them, 

they had fired on each other.  

I leave the Captain staring at the wreck of his ship’s 

wheel and cross to the starboard side midships. Impérieuse 

has resumed sailing towards the gap between L’Invincible 

and us, about half a mile away.  

I leap into the ratlines, climb to about forty feet 

above the deck and swing myself around on the shrouds to 

face L’Invincible. With my feet on a ratline I lean 

backwards, hook my left arm around a shroud, and draw the 

FN pistol from its holster with my right hand. I slide the 

safety to red, cock it and aim at the first man waiting on the 

deck for Ses, still three hundred feet away. 

On my weapons instructor Sergeant Davis’s advice, I 

have always used the heaviest round the gun fires: the 

SS190 cartridge, with thirty-one grains of powder for a little 

over two grams of bang. Doesn’t sound like much, but it 

propels the steel and aluminum bullet at more than two 

thousand feet a second. The bullet will penetrate the vest 

Ses is, I hope, wearing, at more than one hundred meters. I 

have to be careful. 
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I hang in the rig, trying to fix both ships’ roll in my 

head and pause. The men point at Splinter, leaning on their 

pikes and swords. I hesitate. But then the man in the middle 

draws a pistol from his belt and levels it at Ses. I wait for 

the roll and squeeze the trigger. I aim for his right arm, but 

the ship moves a little more than I expect and the man 

slumps forward, hits the rail and, to the obvious surprise of 

the two men on either side, topples into the sea. 

Ses is now a hundred feet from L’Invincible. She 

looks over the little boat’s topsides to ensure she is still 

headed for midships. Two of the remaining men heft their 

pikes and swords. But the other two pull pistols from their 

belts. I aim for the shoulder of the man on the right and 

squeeze the trigger. He screams and slumps to the deck. His 

shattered arm dangles from his shoulder, held in place by 

his shirt. The second man levels his pistol and fires before I 

can, and I fire off three shots in a row, mowing the men 

down. I put the gun back in its holster. Splinter sails in, Ses 

invisible. The little boat disappears behind L’Invincible. I 

search frantically for a sign of her. 

L’Invincible’s men work to clear the last lines of 

rigging securing the bowsprit to the ship, axes thudding into 

ropes. Further aft men cut and drag bits of the mizzenmast 

overboard. No sign of Ses on the sea on the other side.  
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And then Splinter blows up. 
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Chapter	31	

June 18, 1813 

North Atlantic Ocean  
20 nautical miles SE  
of San Sebastian, Spain. 

1830 hours. 

A sheet of flame erupts taller than L’Invincible’s 

mainmast. A tremendous thump hammers my ears. 

L’Invincible and La Clorinde heel over and I almost fall into 

the sea on the larboard side of La Clorinde. I’m unharmed, 

still hooked to the shroud. As La Clorinde rolls upright, I 

hang on. When she’s stable, I climb down. Stand on the 

deck, ears ringing.  

L’Invincible burns fiercely amidships. Fewer crew on 

deck. Her maincourse yard hangs at an angle and the 
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mainsail drapes across the deck, flames leaping high into 

the rigging. Only a few sticks and bits of balustrade left of 

her midships rail. Blood oozing from her scuppers in thick 

coils. The ship’s boats and the boom they were tied to in 

splinters. She’s listing to starboard and water pumped from 

her well jets from her larboard drain. The crew keeping pace 

with the leak, L’Invincible maintaining her five degree list.  

La Clorinde is stationary in the water, her mizzen 

and foremasts creaking ominously. Unable to steer a course 

without her wheel even if the masts would bear sail: she’s 

dead in the water. 

Still no sign of Ses. I look for Impérieuse. 

Unscathed, she is almost in the gap between us and 

L’Invincible. The demoralized French gun-crews on both 

ships work to reload. Realizing that the damage below decks 

is heavy and that it may have impacted the Orlop, I head for 

the companionway stairs. Impérieuse appears in the corner 

of my eye as I step down, and she runs between us and 

L’Invincible. She fires both broadsides – all thirty-two guns 

in a rippling fire from bow to stern. The explosions 

penetrate the ringing in my ears and air whacks the back of 

my head, almost pitching me down the stairs. Heat blasts 

my body and then I’m below the deck. Grapeshot rips 

through wood, canvas and men above my head.  A snapping 
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crack from the aft deck area, and then La Clorinde shudders 

as something heavy bangs into her deck behind me. 

It is slow going. I keep seeing that giant flame 

searing upwards, mingling with the dreamed scene of 

burning warships in a collage of confusion. 

Shake my head and walk. Sections of bulkheads and 

frames are stove-in. Pick my way over shards of splintered 

timbers. Navigate the remnants of a bulkhead, and dodge a 

32-pound ball rolling backwards and forwards across the 

deck. 

I enter the Orlop and cross to James. He’s stitching a 

man’s leg. The floor, despite the sand they have thrown, 

slippery with blood. Its deep coppery smell makes me gag. 
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Turn my head and heave. Bins of amputated arms and legs 

surround the operating table. The constant moaning of men 

and an occasional scream rattle my nerves. I gasp in James’s 

ear, “We are doing well,” and rush from the room. 

Climbing the companionway steps, I stop for a while 

and breathe deeply. Cautiously raise my head above the 

combing. His arm in its sling still, Captain Grosser’s body 

lies in a pool of blood on the edge of his quarterdeck. His 

head unrecognizable, ripped to pieces by grape. I climb the 

remainder of the steps and stand on deck. 

No sign of Ses in the sea on the other side of 

L’Invincible. Maybe she swam back to Impérieuse before 

the explosion. 

Look about La Clorinde’s deck. The First Lieutenant 

stands on the quarterdeck, receiving damage reports and 

issuing orders. The Carpenter reports six feet of water in the 

well, but holding. Good, we’re not sinking. The men attend 

to their duties quietly now. Dazed and disheartened, but 

calm. The stump of La Clorinde’s mizzenmast protrudes a 

few feet above the deck, the rest missing. The bang I heard, 

the shattered mast falling. Its rigging a jungle of ropes, nets 

and blocks hanging severed above the deck, chopped with 

axes by the crew to release the mast overboard. 
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Coignart stands about fifteen feet away on the deck. 

He leans against the mainmast, his hands on his hips. His 

brown hair, unleashed by his lost Shako, blows softly in the 

wind. His sword hangs near his right hand, its scabbard 

notched and worn. His alert eyes contrasting with his 

relaxed body. He rolls slowly forward on the balls of his 

feet and glides towards me. 

He smiles with cold eyes. “I have been pondering 

something, Commandant: a large, too large, a coincidence. 

Is it not strange that you and your Colonel appear suddenly 

in my path. Interrupt my delivery of the chests and send us 

off on this surprising mission. Directly into the path of a 

British warship, obviously prepared for our exact convoy 

and route? Do you not agree this is beyond chance? You and 

that Colonel of yours are spies. Are you not?” 

“Commandant Coignart. I know you to be an 

honourable man. I wish you no harm. But I must ask you 

now, to surrender your chests. You are not to blame for their 

loss. The forces mounted against you are superior in every 

way. Do not sacrifice your life for a cause you cannot win.” 

“You seem very sure of yourself, Commandant. If 

you are right, I must die trying. For my honour requires me 

to do my duty to the end.” 
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He draws his sword. It matches his stature – a four-

foot long broadsword that I doubt I could lift with one hand. 

We stand still for moments, sizing each other up. I glance 

around quickly. Twilight’s uncertain light renders the sea a 

vague presence behind him. He appears to grow larger as I 

walk towards him. I draw my sword. He laughs, “Is that 

little sword all you can manage?” 

“It is. But as I said, you cannot win.” Wish I believed 

that. This man is an expert swordsman. Sensei, on learning I 

had never held a sword in my life, warned me it would be 

impossible to become expert in one year. The ten thousand 

hours thing, and here I stand armed with about a tenth of 

that. I halt and stand still, my sword up and forward, my 

body twisted to my left to minimise the target. Breathe 

slowly, eyeing him. 

He lunges suddenly, swinging the blade on high. 

Instead of retreating as he expects me to, I leap in towards 

him. His eyes widen in surprise. His arm is still upraised 

when I slash my sword at it. He twists away, but my blade 

slices flesh. His sword cleaves the rail where I was standing 

a moment before and sticks an inch into the scupper. He 

pulls it free with a snarl and backs away from me. Uses his 

left hand to squeeze the two-inch cut closed. He hurls the tip 

of his sword into the deck at his feet. It sinks in and the 
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sword vibrates with a metallic hum. Blood oozes from his 

shoulder, trickles in a small stream down his arm and onto 

the back of his hand. He uses his knife to cut a strip off his 

shirt. Wraps his wound and ties the scrap of shirt with his 

teeth and left hand. I stand and watch, unsure of the 

etiquette. Don’t want to kill him and striking a man in the 

middle of his self-application of first aid seems unfair. He 

grasps his sword hilt and tugs it free of the deck. Turns to 

me again and nods. 

I say, “Again, Commandant Coignart? Are you sure 

you must do this.” 

He says nothing, stands eyeing me for a moment. 

And then he circles slowly to his left. I match his pace about 

ten feet away: the two of us walking like crabs, left foot and 

then right. Behind us, L’Invincible’s burns still, although 

less fiercely, but her list elevates her guns too high to return 

fire. Men leap off her, in case she blows before she sinks. 

Impérieuse fires at L’Invincible’s starboard side. A barrage 

every sixty seconds which seems to ring out much more 

rapidly than that as I concentrate on Coignart. 

Breath deeply and rush him. He steps back, feels the 

rail behind him and dodges to one side. He moves at 

blinding speed, and his arms are long. He twists and then 

turns in a flash. Lunges forward. Drives his sword into my 
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chest directly above my heart. The tip strikes my vest 

violently knocking me back two feet. I gasp, winded. Try to 

suck air and rub my chest in pain, bent backwards, unsteady 

on my feet. But Coignart stands transfixed to the deck, his 

mouth open in amazement. He drags his eyes off my chest 

to examine his sword tip, touches it with his left hand and 

shakes his head. I get some air, the pain dulls and I 

straighten up and say, “Commandant. If that is your best 

attempt, you should lay down your sword.” 

He shrugs, resumes his fighting stance. Says nothing, 

merely shakes his head. We begin the circle-dance again and 

he moves with caution now, his face the picture of 

puzzlement. We fence for some time: thrust, parry, counter-

thrust. I manage to work him a little towards the rail, then 

slash my sword at his left shoulder. But he parries so hard 

that my sword flies from my hand and thuds into the deck 

behind me. He stares at it, standing intact and upright. As I 

make to pluck it from the deck, he says, “You and your 

sword. You do not break.” He looks wary but then he 

smiles. “But neither do I. If I can make it to Russia and 

back, I must be indestructible, too. But why don’t we 

dispense with these swords, Commandant? Use our hands 

like men. Or would that be too much for you?” 
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“No, Commandant Coignart,” I say with relief. I 

don’t want to die here and don’t want him to either. With 

our hands and feet, I stand a chance of achieving both 

objectives. I grin at him and say, “I would prefer it. Seeing 

as my sword is already down, why not throw yours away, 

too?” 

He laughs, lifts his arm and hurls his sword at my 

head. Expecting his throw, I drop into the splits, and the 

sword scythes over my head to thud into the quarterdeck 

bulkhead. 

Once again, we circle each other. I try a few feints 

with arms, watching his reactions. Leap in with my left foot 

forward, left hand towards his face. He swats my fist away 

with his right and at the last moment I put all my strength 

into a reverse punch: pull the left arm and hand back and 

snap the right forward, while twisting my hips and using my 

legs to add extra thrust. Aim for his solar plexus to wind 

him, but he drops down as he counters. The blow lands on 

his sternum, just left of his heart. Under Sensei Takano’s 

watchful eye, this blow has broken bricks. Grunting in pain, 

Coignart stumbles, rubbing his ribs. But still he stands and 

it’s my turn to wonder how. His floating ribs should have 

splintered inwards and pierced his heart, yet he has survived 

the killer-blow. 
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“That is twice you have hurt me,” he says, returning 

to his crouch. “You will not do so again.” 

He does not smile, stands still now, knees a little 

bent, leaning slightly forward, arms up, elbows bent at 

ninety degrees, right fist leading left. I sway lightly on the 

balls of my feet. Plant my right foot solidly on the deck 

behind me. Thrust myself forward to run at him. About four 

feet in front of him, I leap into the air. Rotate through three-

sixty degrees and use my right foot to deliver a spinning 

thrust kick. He stares in surprise as I lift up from the deck 

and spin in front of his face. Using every muscle in my 

back, legs and arms, I snap out my foot and it catches him 

on the jaw. It crunches and his eyes roll upwards. He 

staggers, turns slowly away from me and stumbles. On the 

edge of my vision, Impérieuse appears in the gap, Thomas 

on his quarterdeck. I drop to the deck and fall flat. 

Impérieuse’s guns blast from fifty feet away. As the grapes 

cut their murderous hail across the deck, my back and neck 

suddenly turn warm and I feel something wet slide off. 

From behind me, James calls to the Second 

Lieutenant, “Who is the surviving senior officer on board?” 

The man looks about the ship, and then reluctantly 

back at James. “I… I believe… I am, sir.” 
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“Good. Strike the colours. Haul down the colours, 

man. No treasure is worth this carnage. Haul down the 

colours, I say.” 

The Lieutenant calls out an order. The tricolour 

comes down the foremast as I rise to my feet. James rushes 

across. “Here. Let me examine you. You are injured.” 

“Perhaps. But I did not feel the blow.” 

“One seldom does.” He pulls my shirt from my 

pants, unbuttons it quickly and removes it and the vest. 

Hides the vest in the shirt and uses them to wipe my neck 

and back. Says, “But in your case, you did not feel a blow 

because you are unhurt. Apart from this wicked bruise on 

your chest. No real damage, Captain. I would say this blood 

all belongs to him.” 

He points to where Coignart lies. Grapeshot has 

sliced his body in half at the waist. Barely conscious, his 

face tightened in shock and pain, his eyes flick in confusion 

from his legs to me and back again. He slowly breathes his 

last. 

James crosses to his him and closes his eyes. 

“No!” I wail in dismay, “He was supposed to go 

home to mom and dad.” 

James shakes his head. “Once again, you are 

forgetting he was intent on killing you. I feared for you 

!351



there, Josh. For a moment, as you leapt into the air 

presenting your back to him, I thought you were done for. 

But he never even saw the kick. I too,” he says, smiling, 

“have never seen such a kick.” 

I slump against the mizzenmast stump and stare 

morosely about. Impérieuse is heaved-to in the middle 

between the two drifting French ships. The fire aboard 

L’Invincible smoulders, but the danger of her blowing up 

has passed and men climb back aboard. Impérieuse’s cutter, 

launch and barge, crammed with men, row across to the 

seventy-four. L’Invincible’s colours were lowered when the 

foremast they were attached to toppled. Captain Palliér dead 

or wounded, no officer visible on deck, the crew stand 

silently awaiting capture. 

Impérieuse’s galley and Splinter I grind into the side 

of La Clorinde. Grappling hooks appear and latch onto her 

scuppers. Men swarm up the ladders and onto the deck. 

Thomas leads, brandishing his sabre. He leaps forward with 

a ferocious cry. “For King George, me hearties! And a 

guinea to the man who brings me the doctor.” 

The French crew drop their swords, throw down their 

pistols and gather at the mainmast. Impérieuse’s men herd 

them below. 
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Thomas sees James standing near the mizzenmast. To 

the surprise of all aboard, he rushes across, picks him up 

and hugs him. In answer to his questioning gaze, James 

points at me. Thomas’s look of joy changes to one of 

concern as he takes in my bloodstained appearance. 

“It is nothing, sir.” I say. “It is not my blood. But my 

Lord,” I say, peering about. “Lady Lorimer. Is she…?” 

His face clouds. He steps forward and motions the 

Doctor to my side. “I deeply regret to inform you, Captain 

Rick. Lady Lorimer persuaded that fool Mister Mapleton to 

change places with her. She told him I said he must do so, 

as he was needed to fight both sides of the ship. And she 

was right…. But she did not return. I fear I have failed you 

most tragically.” 
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Chapter	32	

June 19, 1813 

North Atlantic Ocean  
150 miles NW of  
San Sebastian, Spain. 

0500 hours. 

Darkness, emptiness and slowly an insistent voice 

raises me up through the nightmare again: must I do this? 

Firing quickly, but it’s too late. No! The last man’s shot 

strikes her. She falls…. 

It is night, all our lights off and Bit-by-Bit is calling 

me, her soft voice overpowered by the wailing in my ears. 

I try to speak. 
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“Sir, please say again; unrecognized command.” 

It’s me wailing. I sit up on the salon couch and brush 

at my eyes. Squint to focus. Breathe deeply, fighting for 

control. With a conscious effort I clear my throat. “BeeBee, 

repeat request.” 

“Captain Rick, sir. I am unable to resolve the 

shipping situation. Impérieuse is 10 miles east. I have been 

maintaining the limit ever since Captain Lord Cochrane and 

Doctor Guthrie brought you aboard, sir. Their destination 

appears to be the south coast of England. Three additional 

ships are approaching and I can no longer avoid detection. 

What are you orders, sir?” 

The radar reveals Impérieuse and her two prizes ten 

miles east of us. Heading directly for Plymouth. Ships six 

miles away on either side of us. One approaching from 

astern, five miles away. At night with little moonlight, we 

will not have been sighted yet. According to the chart, we 

are one hundred and fifty miles southeast of Plymouth. 

We’ve been lucky to get this close. 

“BeeBee. If you reduce visible range from ten miles 

to two, can you get us out of here?” 

“Aye sir. A course of 180 degrees at ten knots will 

allow us to slip between the approaching ships.” 

“BeeBee, go ahead.” 
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“Aye sir. Both motors at 3,000 RPM. Wing set to 

12% thrust, sir. Heading 180 degrees.” 

 “BeeBee, how long have I been back aboard?” 

“6 hours, nine minutes, sir.” 

I walk stiffly to the cockpit. I see again Thomas’s 

gentle shake of his head when I asked if Ses made it back to 

Impérieuse. Feel again the blow it delivered to my stomach, 

even though I knew the answer before he spoke. And then it 

all went black. 

I contemplate using the FN pistol to end it. But the 

ridiculous thought of what would happen to BeeBee 

prevents me. A paradox in the space-time continuum. A 

valuable object, yet suddenly worthless. “God damn you, 

Ses!” I shout. 

The wind blows softly. The sun rises. A red arrow 

streaks across the sea to me. 

The tiny meshing of BeeBee’s gears the only sound 

and for the first time my boat feels empty. We’ve shared so 

many solo miles happily with just the sea for company, and 

now I’m on my own again. Shipwrecked again. 

“Captain Rick. We have now achieved the 10-mile 

limit. Do you have a destination in mind, sir?” 

“BeeBee. Head away from all shipping.” 
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“Aye sir, will continue heading 180 degrees. Sir, may 

I suggest we sail rather than motor? Stack at 45%.” 

“BeeBee. Yes. Sail. Head…Head wherever the wind 

blows you.” 

“Sir? I’m afraid I don’t understand the order.” 

“BeeBee. Steer a course to maximise speed in this 

wind. Switch the autohelm from compass to wind mode and 

maintain the same course relative to the wind.” 

“Aye, sir. Heading 220˚ degrees. Autohelm in wind 

mode.” 

Can’t think of a destination. Slam the table in anger. 

A heavy clink sounds from the cockpit sole as two canvas 

bags fall to the floor: our share of the gold. Back in 2020, 

they’re worth more than ten million dollars. I leave the bags 

lying on the sole. 

There’s a bunch of C4 on board. Why not blow 

BeeBee and me up? 

“Fuck you, Cassius!” I scream pounding the table, 

smashing his smug face. “You and your fucking time 

machine, your goddamned chests of gold….” 

My voice cracks and I lapse into silence. I stand and 

see a letter pinned to one of the canvas bags. Unpin it and 

stumble inside to sit at the couch and read it. 

Impérieuse, at sea. 

!358



June 18, 1813. 

My dear Josh, 

Busy with his official report, Thomas begs your 

forgiveness for not writing. He is deeply troubled, as am I, 

by Ses’s fate. He feels personally responsible.  

We extend our sincere condolences to you and grieve 

at her loss to your world. Lady Lorimer spoke highly of 

family, leading me to believe she will be missed by hers. If it 

proves possible, please express our condolences to her 

family. We pray they draw some comfort from her courage 

and willingness to serve her country. 

After you collapsed on La Clorinde, Thomas and I 

carried you aboard Impérieuse. Thomas was distraught 

regarding his pledge concerning Lady Lorimer. As your 

pulse was steady, I assured him that you would recover and 

we put you in Thomas’ hammock. 

Thomas assembled the crew on the maindeck. He 

stood above us on the quarterdeck and related the action to 

the men. If you had heard their cheers on learning of Ses’s 

boldness and skill, you would understand why many of them 

wept openly on learning of her fate. They begged Thomas to 

award her share of the Prize, and that it be given to the 

‘Gentleman Captain, her protector.’ 
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The operation was a resounding success. We found a 

letter from Napoleon to Joseph in the chests. It informed 

Joseph of his plan to re-install a Spanish King on the throne 

and thus retain Spain as an ally. The gold was demanded by 

Ferdinand VII, for agreeing to his reinstatement. Extracting 

such terms in return for his own country, either bodes well 

for his success as a politician, or is a measure of 

Napoleon’s desperation. Having foiled Napoleon’s 

stratagem, we have dealt him a serious blow. 

The butcher’s bill for the operation was, of course, 

significant. French casualties: nine hundred and six men 

killed. Forty-seven more with life-threatening wounds. One 

seventy-four sunk, one captured, along with the frigate. And, 

I am both relieved and extremely saddened to say, only one 

casualty on Impérieuse. A handful with minor injuries and 

little damage to the ship. 

If you are reading this, you will have woken on board 

Bit-by-Bit. After the sharing of the Prize found you still 

sleeping, Thomas and I sailed you back to your ship in 

Splinter. I regret we were forced to this extreme by being 

under orders to return to Plymouth. We left you on Bit-by-

Bit, knowing she would attend to your safety. Our apologies 

for this apparent lack of care. 

!360



I urge you to consider all that the two of you 

planned, before committing yourself to a course of action. 

People working together can accomplish any goal they set 

their minds to. Take heed of Tesla’s advice, Josh. Use 

Science to inspire your world, or Ses will have died in vain. 

Use BeeBee as planned and Ses will stand behind you all 

the way. 

Reflecting on all that you and Ses shared with us, 

and influenced by BeeBee’s personality and capabilities, it 

seems your technology’s ultimate goal is to replicate all 

human performance in the machine. While the benefits are 

obvious on board your ship, it begs the question of what 

people will do when they no longer need do anything? 

I hope that your world removes everyone’s need to 

earn a living by the time that happens. That moment could 

be the birth of a new era in human cultural and scientific 

development. Imagine freeing all those budding artists and 

writers, scientists and engineers, springing them from the 

trap of a daily grind to experiment and develop at will? 

I bid you goodbye, my young friend. You and Lady 

Lorimer will live in Thomas’s and my memories forever. We 

wish you Godspeed in your endeavour. 

Yours Affectionately, 

Dr. James Guthrie. 
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I let the letter fall to the table. Stare at the flat and 

lifeless sea, cloaked in a gray and impenetrable mist. 

BeeBee sails on, her wake a fading trail of where we have 

been. Mirroring Ses’s life - all our lives. Day after pointless 

day. If our morals have loosened along with our muscles, 

perhaps it really is time for the human race to self-destruct. 

It’s all Cassius’s fault. Inside my building rage, I 

understand I would never have met her without the mission. 

But that doesn’t bring her back. She’d be alive now if not 

for his cursed First Nudge. Someone else’s lady, true, but 

alive. Her dreams intact. I think back to our first meeting. 

She’d driven up from Pompey to collect me on arrival in 

England. Her royal blue uniform, golden hair tied back in a 

ponytail, green eyes shining at meeting the sailor she’d 

found after months of research. Told me how I’d made it 

easy by surviving the hurricane. She’d seen me on the BBC 

interview in St. George. Drove us to the base to meet Stoke 

again, to sign my paperwork and have to start calling the 

prick, sir. Her foot flat on the gas pedal, we’d hurtled down 

the A3 at a hundred miles an hour. Hands at ten to two, eyes 

on the road far ahead, eyes flicking to the mirrors and 

occasionally to me. All the while telling me about the Navy, 

PNRC, and avoiding questions about herself. I’d gradually 
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lost my nervousness. My awe – it wasn’t just her physical 

beauty; she’d seemed so sure of herself. So confident. 

At some point my thoughts lapse into a daydream. 

I’m sailing back to Fiji, setting up the time machine for 

another leap through The Gate to arrive back a minute after 

we left. There to find Cassius on his hired trawler. For him I 

will have been away sixty seconds. But for me, seven 

months. And for Ses, her whole life. I see myself walking 

up to him, throwing the bags of coins at him, drawing the 

FN pistol and emptying ten rounds into his heart and ten 

into his head. Holes open revealing daylight, but no blood 

flows, no tissues tear, and he laughs. 

Why should he live and not her? Or the corporal? All 

those men? I stand and pace the cockpit. It’s not acceptable. 

Cassius must pay the price, too. 

I look around to take in the local weather. Twelve 

knots of wind. The sun has burned off a little mist and the 

sea looks bleak beneath the remaining dark banks. “BeeBee. 

Set a course for Fiji. Maintain a minimum speed of twelve 

knots.” 

“Aye, aye, sir. Course will be 200 degrees until first 

waypoint off Sierra Leone. At 12 knots, ETA at waypoint is 

9 days and 3 hours from now. Estimated arrival in Fiji will 

be 87 days from now: September 16th, 1813.” 
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“BeeBee. Carry on.” 

“Aye, sir.” 

Bit-by-Bit turns to her heading. Trims the wing and 

jib, and I remain on the cockpit bench. Sit and stare at the 

sea, watching the waves roll back the past. The wind feels 

like Ses’s breath on my cheek, its sigh the soft sounds she 

makes sometimes, when dreaming.  I lay my head on my 

arms. A racking sob tears from my chest. James’ words 

about Thomas’ guilt come to mind. In his previous life, the 

one before we interfered, he’d probably felt, but never 

expressed, guilt over a crewmember’s death. It isn’t just 

about Ses, is it? Who knows what’s going to happen to 

Thomas and James now? 

James’s letter tugs at me, his optimism and hope for 

the human race so far from my thoughts, it feels like a 

betrayal. Letting him and the rest of the race down, but right 

now, who gives a flying fuck? 

Suddenly she’s there, standing on the other side of 

the cockpit, just out of reach. “Now, now luv. Come along, 

sailor boy. This is no way for a Navy man to behave. Get a 

grip. Don’t want to have fallen for a wimp.” 

“Ses! Ah God… tell me it’s you. Come and sit with 

me.” 
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“Can’t, luv. Can’t.” She shakes her head. Her hair 

flashes like gossamer wings and she’s gone. 

I stare at the spot she stood on, willing her to 

reappear, her words ringing. First James, now Ses, can’t 

they understand? Especially Ses. She’s the one who said 

live and die together. Why didn’t she take me? I lay my 

head back on the tabletop and close my eyes. Blackness. 

Sadness wells and my back sags in a hollow. They are both 

right: can’t give up, but I lack the will to carry on. 

!365



!366



Chapter	33	

June 20, 1813 

North Atlantic Ocean  
15 miles NE of  
Corona, Spain. 

0800 hours. 

How to keep living an empty life?  It’s Zeus’ 

revenge all over again - we were joined together and now 

she’s gone leaving me desperately searching for my other 

half. Will I ever be whole again? 

The magnificence and the terror of love savoured 

and feared in her every smile, and now I understand why. 

Her presence suddenly erased: the flick of her head. 

Her sleeping form: the slow, easy breathing, eyelids closed, 

tiny laugh line creases, still eyelashes; her scar a pale line 
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with little stitch marks, mouth and chin at rest. All so unlike 

her awake self. Her giggle, and belly laugh when really 

amused. Her lilac scent, her excited voice recounting life 

with her parents, before dad died. From her adult 

perspective, after twenty-five years of mom and daughter 

struggling to make ends meet, a fairy-tale. Like father, like 

daughter: two Navy Lieutenants lost in action. Dad would 

have been proud. She said she’d discovered after his death, 

that the path from heaven to hell could be short and steep. 

She got that right. Our three-month voyage from Fiji to Aix 

Roads were the happiest days of my life. BeeBee working 

well. Ses and me planning our mission together, enjoying 

the blue water, alone in our love bubble. No one to steal a 

minute of her time away. Waking up day after day, 

beginning to believe our own fairy tale. Yes, it really is her. 

Touch her lightly and she’ll open those brilliant eyes, see 

me and smile. And I'll feel like the sun just rose. 

I’d told her about the plastic-filled polluted waters 

I’d sailed in. Amazed, when we’d arrived in 1813, to see 

oceans of only water, salt and minerals. And abundant and 

healthy marine and bird life. All inspiring us to return to our 

time and solve our world’s problems, one bit at a time. In 

the two years, four months and fifteen days that I knew her, 

I never saw her stumped by a question or at a loss for 
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words. Sad, sometimes, especially when she thought about 

her dad. Touching her scar on the rare occasions she felt 

nervous. Cheerful and optimistic – how will I balance now 

without her? 

I miss her with a physical ache, and sit long 

moments with the FN in my hands. If life in any form 

existed after death and there was a chance she’d be there 

waiting… I seem to be nearing the edge.  

What if she had not switched places with Mr. 

Mapleton? Impérieuse could not have fired both sides 

simultaneously. In the final stages of the battle, while 

Coignart and I sparred, when Impérieuse was demolishing 

both her enemy’s rigging and guns, cutting down their crews 

- she would have had to sail the gap between them, firing 

one side. Tack or jibe around and run through again firing 

the other side. Adding maybe ten minutes to each broadside. 

Ses was right. By the time Impérieuse fired again, both of 

her enemies would have reloaded. The smoke screen had 

cleared by then. And this time, Impérieuse would have been 

in the middle. She’d have been hit by 32 pounders from 

point blank range on both sides. Everyone on board would 

have died. The ship’s shards would now lie on the ocean 

floor. 
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Ses’ courage and wisdom saved Impérieuse and her 

crew. Certainly Thomas on the exposed quarterdeck would 

have died in one of the pass throughs – the French would 

have loaded grape and cut down everyone standing on her 

decks. And with that much firepower, the shots would have 

penetrated her sides, collided in her middle and obliterated 

everything in-between. Were Thomas and his crew worth 

her life? An unfair and impossible question. But that’s just it 

about life as a statistic. To everyone else, she’s a number. To 

me, a brief span of memories and a devastating loss. 

Unfairly deprived of her love, appalled by the zeroing of her 

contribution, horrified to wake up each morning in my 

empty bunk. 

We’d both loved Shakespeare. Used to read him to 

each other, playing the male and female parts. Our first date, 

we’d gone to a local production of Macbeth at the New 

Theatre Royal in Portsmouth. Afterwards, over dinner at 

Monk’s Wine Bar, with a hundred miniature St. Thomas 

cathedrals reflected in the cut-glass panes of its bay 

window, we’d discussed Macbeth’s soliloquy to his wife. 

His lament to his queen. 

To-morrow, and to-morrow, and to-morrow,  

Creeps in this petty pace from day to day  

To the last syllable of recorded time,  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And all our yesterdays have lighted fools  

The way to dusty death. Out, out, brief candle!  

Life's but a walking shadow, a poor player  

That struts and frets his hour upon the stage  

And then is heard no more: it is a tale  

Told by an idiot, full of sound and fury,  

Signifying nothing. 

Ses had called it pessimistic bullshit, typical of a 

man in power who loses it. All someone else’s fault - we’re 

all helpless in the maelstrom of life. Slapping the table at 

one point, she’d said fiercely, “We are not all some fucking 

marionette!” 

I’d agreed. And now? It’s all looking like a tale told 

by an idiot, full of sound and fury, signifying nothing except 

greed. I’m thinking back to that first spark, the first flare of 

the possibility of Ses and me. My lesson on table manners 

in the nineteenth century. I’d asked, as she introduced the 

topic, if I was so uncouth that I needed to begin all the way 

back in the 1800s. I was, in those early days, suspicious of 

her role. We’d both signed secrecy agreements. Not talking 

about our work a part of the job. Except that she ran 

Operation Green. She scheduled me, liaised between me 

and Cassius, the boatyard and my trainers. I figured she 
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knew more about the special mission than she was letting 

on. 

On the day of our lesson, she’d worn civvies. The 

Admiral had ordered me not to when I appeared on base, 

and here she was in her office at PNRC, me in my starched 

blues, her in blue jeans and a red silk, collared shirt. High-

heeled black boots to her calves. Face less severe without 

the hat, more comfortable in herself, less rigidly held. Still 

that supple strut, the decisive gestures, all less hidden by the 

uniform blues. As she opened the cover on the textbook, I’d 

said, “I feel like Alice, about to take a walk with the 

Walrus.” 

“Alice I totally understand. But the Walrus?” 

“He sold the oysters on a walk and then ate them.” 

She’d laughed. And then she’d looked me in the eye 

and said I should be so lucky. And I’d blushed.  

We’d both started our history lessons unaware of 

Cassius’ plan for First Nudge. He’d recruited Ses with the 

same fake mission he’d used on me: Operation Green. A PR 

stunt, he’d said, to convince the Navy that a return to sail 

was possible. My part: to design and build a self-sufficient 

boat and single-hand her around the world to prove it could 

be done. And to spend a week in the island paradise of Fiji, 

taking part in a special mission. Details of which would be 
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forthcoming when I reached Fiji. My bonus for successfully 

completing the special mission – five million dollars. 

Her task to find the right sailor for the job. Teach 

him how to live aboard an old wooden warship. Everything 

there was to know about Thomas, James, Jean Coignart and 

Napoleon, And, for that incredible year, how to love and be 

loved in return. 

Cassius’ sun-filled week in Fiji, so far, has been 

seven months at sea navigating the two most arduous capes 

in sea-faring history. It’s cost Ses her life and killed almost 

a thousand people to earn mine, and his, share of the gold.  

As lovers, Ses and I had speculated on the special 

mission. Her discreet inquiries had produced no official 

project. Not that unusual; the Navy has many secrets. Ses 

was being paid by HM Navy; she probably was a real 

officer. But BeeBee and I were being financed by me. I’d 

insisted that I own BeeBee after our circumnav. In 

Bermuda, he’d have said anything to recruit me and I’d 

stipulated twenty million dollars in advance. When we 

signed the contract the Navy almost certainly doesn’t know 

about, he handed me a cheque, payable to me, drawn on The 

ECS-Gabe Corporation, Cayman Islands. Caused a minor 

sensation when I deposited it into my newly opened account 

at the bank.  
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BeeBee sails on, occasionally using motors to 

maintain a minimum twelve knots. We sail south along the 

African coast, a hundred miles off, each day two hundred 

and eighty-eight miles closer to Cassius’ reckoning. The 

navigation computer’s red track marks our trail; its green 

line plots our course to Fiji. Interference lines again. In my 

bereaved state, no appreciable difference between the two: 

red past, green future, me stuck halfway – she’s back in 

history, what does the green line hold for me? 

Assuming the men with life threatening injuries 

succumb, First Nudge’s deathcount now at nine hundred and 

fifty three Frenchmen. No. Nine-hundred and fifty four 

including the corporal. And one of ours. Plus one to come. It 

renders meaningless any pedantic postulations on acts of 

war versus perfect crimes. What sum of money is worth so 

many lives? 
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Chapter	34	

August 1st, 1813 

South Atlantic and Indian Oceans  
300 miles S of Cape Town  
South Africa. 

1900 hours. 

Rounded the Cape of Storms today, Cape Town three 

hundred miles north of us. We’ve just crossed from the 

Southern Atlantic Ocean into the Indian and will enter the 

Pacific as we round Australia’s south east coast and head 

north to Fiji. 

We’re in the roaring forties: forty-knot winds and 

forty-foot swells the usual weather. The southern oceans are 

vast, empty seas, a few tiny islands the only land to break a 

thirteen thousand mile fetch of open water. With nothing to 
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interrupt the build-up of waves, the rollers sweep across the 

sea gaining height, width and strength. When it comes on to 

blow, when a Typhoon hits, the waves double in height and 

the wind screams by at more than a hundred miles an hour. 

Not a place for a sailor with a faint heart. Or a broken one 

who sits slumped in his seat leaving it all to his boat. A 

broach now would solve all of my problems, wouldn’t it? 

No, say three tiny voices: My own reminding me my 

business on earth is not yet done – Cassius lives still. And 

Ses and James, prodding me to rise up and do more than kill 

one more person. I am trying, love. But all I seem able to do 

is sit in the salon and listen to the waves and wind roar by, 

and remember our time together. And leave it to BeeBee to 

get me back to The Gate. 

And BeeBee is doing just that. She minimises the 

area of the wingsail, feathers it to reduce the generated 

thrust, and we sail comfortably on a beam reach. The South 

East Trade winds blow steadily, the Southern Ocean current 

adds an extra three knots and we’re averaging three hundred 

and fifty mile days – a constant speed over ground of just 

under fifteen knots. Cassius’ day of reckoning approaches 

quickly. 
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Chapter	35	

August 20, 1813 

Indian Ocean  
080˚ East, 045˚ South. 

1900 hours. 

BeeBee informs me that the southern tip of India is 

3,048.78 nautical miles due north of us. Time has not been 

my healer. As the weeks turn to months my physical ache 

has lessoned, but the mental anguish grows with each 

passing day. 

She’s stolen my rudder, compass, and chart. Once 

again, I’m drifting through time. No way to take charge, lost 

at sea, somewhere. Macbeth’s words reverberating: To-

morrow, and to-morrow, and to-morrow, Creeps in this petty 

pace from day to day  
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An unknown force has me eating enough to sustain 

life as BeeBee sails us to Fiji. If it’s revenge, I’m all for 

that. It isn’t just Ses I’m thinking about, it’s Jean Coignart, 

too. His life story, before we intervened, was that of a 

moral, brave and resourceful man. A man worth a thousand 

Stokes. And now his story’s been curtailed; cut short before 

he returned a hero, married his childhood sweetheart and 

raised a family. His death one more statistic for the battle of 

First Nudge. His look, as he turned from his legs to me, 

haunts my dreams. His eyes flickered and went out leaving 

two sightless orbs staring at me. They stare at me still, 

boring into my conscience. The tricky thing has gone quiet 

now. Not a fucking word; no more unanswerable questions. 

Work done, its content to let me stew. 
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Chapter	36	

September 9, 1813 

Indian Ocean  
1200 miles west  
of Suva, Fiji. 

1530 hours. 

We’ve been following the sun as it returns summer to 

the southern hemisphere. It’s hot in the cockpit. BeeBee 

sailing at seventeen knots in thirty-five knots of wind. The 

sun off to starboard, gleaming just above the daggerboard, 

casting its shadow across the deck. 

I’m nibbling some dry cereal, sipping water and 

staring at the waves rolling in from starboard. Lifting us 

forty feet into the air with a barrel roll and dropping us 

down the other side. The twin wakes of our passage rushing 
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down the hulls, the wind whistling through the rig and the 

sky and sea gray under a low bank of cloud. 

I’m cursing myself for my lack of determination at 

that crucial moment when I saw her approaching 

L’Invincible in the little boat. Saw the French marines lining 

the rail, waiting for her, pointing. Me in Le Protée’s rig, 

watching, thinking I should shoot, but reluctant to use my 

modern weapon on nineteenth-century men. Only to realize, 

when they raised their pistols to fire, I could not eliminate 

them all before the last one shot her. 

I have reviewed that scene until my gut burns. I 

stand and throw the cereal overboard. Pace the cockpit 

restlessly. All my life I prided myself on being decisive. 

And when it really counted, I dithered and she died. I stop 

pacing and lean my thighs against the cockpit table. Stare at 

its teak top seeing nothing. 

A larger than usual wave slams into the starboard 

bow. BeeBee shudders, tons of water fly aft and smack into 

the coach top and bimini. Water drenches me and I look up. 

My memory returns instantly to Cape Horn. On our way 

from Fiji to Aix Roads the first time, Ses and I rounded The 

Horn in a hurricane. I told Thomas, BeeBee had handled it 

all with Ses and me in the salon, watching. Not quite true. 

Half way round, Bit-by-Bit’s tender, Byte me’s canvas cover 
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shifted and started to flap. I donned foul weather gear, 

harness and tether. With the rain, spume and waves breaking 

over us, we were more or less underwater all the time so I 

added a mask and snorkel. Slid quickly through the salon 

door into the cockpit and bent over to clip the tether to the 

jackline. A rogue wave hit BeeBee’s port bow. The bow 

travelled vertically upwards fifteen feet in less than a 

second. BeeBee tilted and pitched and I flew across the 

cockpit. Slammed into the bulkhead and lost consciousness. 

Ses had rushed outside, dragged me back in and then 

secured Byte me. I’d woken up a little later, stiff but 

otherwise unharmed. 

She risked her life to save mine and I hesitated to 

shoot the man who shot her. What twisted logic is that? 

We’re here on a twenty-first century yacht, using historical 

records to intercept and bamboozle this man’s commander 

into placing him directly in my sights. And I didn’t pull the 

trigger.  

I scream out, “One more chance! One more 

chance….” 

And then it hits me! I’m on a time machine. I can go 

back to a week earlier than the original transit to 1813, sail 

to San Sebastian ahead of the other me and Ses. Take up a 
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position near the battle. Give myself a hand from a different 

vantage point. We, the two of me, we really can! 

Of course, this version of me will be left behind in 

1813, when the other me and Ses return to 2020 - and this 

version of BeeBee, too. We will both have to disappear. I’ll 

use the C4 to blow us both up after we’ve accomplished the 

goal. One of me will live happily ever after with Ses. 

Suddenly there’s hope, if not for me, then for him. 

And without her and my revenge exacted on Cassius, I don’t 

care what happens to me. 

If I’m going to do this, I need to plan. It means 

running the mission from the initial transit to 1813, all over 

again. I’ll need food, should top up the diesel tank. Replace 

the spares. Do some maintenance. Start writing a list. I feel 

hungry and make some lunch. 

What to do about Cassius? He began Operation 

Green a calm man. His face always immobile, like a frozen 

plastic surgery mask. His voice, even when pissed at me, 

quiet and measured. The Admiral in command of himself, 

the Portsmouth Naval Research Centre, and everyone 

around him. 

 And then I’d made it solo to Fiji and proved that 

BeeBee worked, that she could sustain herself and me for a 

year at sea without fossils. He’d flown in to meet me in Fiji, 
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introduced me to Doc Fourdee and his Time Gate. Told me 

about First Nudge in an animated voice, pacing about Bit-

by-Bit’s deck, sitting for a second, leaping up. Mouth 

jerking into a grin of crooked teeth and then snapping shut. 

Talking about his coins. Pounding his fists on his thighs, the 

cockpit table, even the coach roof, relating stories of 

Grandfather Gabe. 

 Ses told me how problems had surfaced at PNRC on 

his return from Fiji. Rumours of missing funds, projects 

behind schedule, staff unable to locate him. He’d focused 

more on the coins, becoming paranoid about secrecy, 

keeping it all from her. My conversations with her hidden in 

landline calls from off base and telephone booths in Suva. 

He’d assigned new duties to her before joining me in Fiji 

for Transit Day. Filing status updates at specific times, 

reports only distributable from the net connection in her 

office at PNRC. She’d filed one the day before joining me 

for Transit, and was supposed to file one from Suva the 

afternoon we got back, using a hack BeeBee and I devised, 

to publish it from her office net address. 

And then there’s the gold. He’s expecting all of it, 

not just the Admiral’s share. He’d handed me the order in its 

sealed envelope along with the other props for First Nudge. 

I’d learned by then to accept nothing from Cassius at face 
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value, and after he’d returned to PNRC, I’d opened the 

envelope and emailed a scanned version of its order to Ses 

to decode. She’d told me in our nightly off base call, that 

Cassius’ order instructed Thomas to hand all of the chests to 

Captain Rick, for subsequent sharing by the prize court. 

Thomas, James and Impérieuse simply pawns in Cassius’ 

scheme. BeeBee and me too. 

Ses had redone the order I handed to Thomas. She’d 

coded it in the correct cipher and found a forger to 

reproduce it in Mulgrave’s handwriting. Resealed it in a 

new envelope and brought it all with her when she joined 

me in Fiji for Transit Day.  

Cassius needs careful thought. He’s a little unhinged 

- we’ll have to be ready for the unexpected. That’s what 

worried the Spaniards: May no new thing arise. 
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Chapter	37	

September 14, 1813 

Pacific Ocean  
65 miles SE of Suva  
Fiji. 

1625 hours. 

I locate the Time Gate’s homing signal. Batten down 

all hatches and ready BeeBee for action: don’t know what 

weather we will encounter on the other side of the gate. Fire 

up the generator and click the machine to Transit. The loud 

hum echoes from the forward locker. The green power light 

glows steadily: twenty amps on the power meter. 

The Today display reads September 14, 1813, 16:25. 

I dial April 1, 2020, 12:01 into the Destination dial - one 

week before the initial transit. April Fool’s day is perhaps 
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not the best day to aim for on a stunt like this, but it should 

provide a wide enough window. On that day, Cassius and 

Ses were in Pompey, the Doc was in his lab, and I was 

working on the boat in Suva Harbour. With the lever in its 

Test position, press the Go button. The instrument lights 

dim, the generator drops a tone, and the green lights above 

Destination flash. 

Put on my sunglasses, steady Bit-by-Bit on her 

course and accelerate to eight knots. Pull the lever from Test 

to Transit with my left hand, close my eyes to reduce the 

flash, and press the little red button. 
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Chapter	38	

April 1, 2020 

Pacific Ocean  
65 miles SE of Suva  
Fiji. 

1201 hours. 

The sun switches position in an instant and for a 

moment my internal compass swings wildly. A fifteen-foot 

swell, the wind from the southwest at twenty-five knots. A 

beep sounds from the GPS as it locates enough satellites to 

establish a fix. BeeBee knows where we are with certainty 

for the first time in seven months. 
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“BeeBee. Switch off StarFix and use GPS until 

further notification.”  

“Aye, sir. StarFix off, GPS on. And may I say sir, 

that I prefer the precision afforded by GPS.” 

“BeeBee. There are times when your tact module 

appears to need work. You are aware, are you not, who 

wrote the system we have been using because the GPS 

system wasn’t available yet?” 

“Aye, sir, apologies. Sir, who was the man who 

helped you to develop it? The astronomer at the Royal 

Observatory?” 

“Dr. Selenol.” 

“Thank you sir, just filling in the blanks in his 

record. Out” 

I set a course for Levuka on Ovalau, a Fijian port of 

entry north of Suva and well away from where the other me 

and Bit-by-Bit are moored. Sailing at fifteen knots should 

get us to the harbour mouth just in time for the customs and 

health office to close. We’ll have to clear in tomorrow and 

spend the night on the hook in the lagoon. 

The black winches are hot enough to almost burn my 

hands. The sea green and blue, high cirrus against a blue 

sky. One of those days, sailing in perfect conditions, 
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BeeBee doing well, when I used to think the two of us could 

go on like this forever. Before we took on a first mate. 

I sit in the cockpit, back against the main bulkhead. I 

keep seeing Ses in the little boat. Taking a leaf from James 

to banish fearful thoughts, I think about the little boat I 

borrowed from Boney. The arc from Splinter to BeeBee. 

Maybe James is right; maybe we can do anything we set our 

minds to. After his mother died, Thomas taught himself to 

sail in a Jolly boat just like Splinter. Snuck out before his 

dad awakened in the mornings and used his bed sheet for a 

sail. And then at Aix Roads, he’d sailed Impérieuse’s more 

than one thousand tons backwards into the roads the 

morning after his attack. A feat many considered 

impossible. 

Thomas is living proof that one can overcome any 

obstacle. So add his voice to Ses and James. Add in my 

conscience and somehow I’m deaf to all four. Doesn’t seem 

to matter much anymore. 

The smell of damp vegetation and earth reaches me 

and I stand and look forward over the coach top. Mount 

Tomaniivi, the tallest mountain at over four thousand feet, 

appears in my binoculars, towering over the north side of 

the main island. 
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We are within five miles of the harbour entrance. 

Ahead, the outer markers for the Levu Passage, between the 

shoals to the north and south. 

An hour later we sail into the green lagoon. After 

anchoring in the Quarantine Area, I go to sleep to await the 

arrival of the health inspector.  
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Chapter	39	

April 2, 2020 

Pacific Ocean  
Levuka  
Fiji.  
 
0830. 

We’re swinging slowly on the anchor, the bridle 

keeping our bows into the wind. I’m standing on the 

starboard forepeak taking in my surroundings. The health 

inspector, his brief visit completed, has almost rowed his 

dinghy back to the Customs Wharf. Its hot and humid on the 

deck in the sun, and I’m sweating. 

Levuka is a harbour town, built on a hilly peninsula 

reaching into the sea. Surrounded by a blazing beach, the 
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harbour is largely open to the north and west and edged with 

forest.  

I shower, dress and lower Byte-me to the sea. Her 

electric inboard motor zips me silently across the bay 

directly into the wind. The white buildings of the 

Tradewinds Marina, on the edge of the Bay of Islands, peer 

through the spreading Acacia trees. A few sailboats 

anchored nearby. To the right, the regal buildings of the 

Royal Levuka Yacht Club rise above the beach, and the old 

jail’s stonewalls and barred window peep over a sand dune. 

Tie up at the dinghy-dock and walk into town. 

Flowering gardens and waving palm trees add bright 

splashes of colour to the white walls, and a blend of curry 

and grilled fish wafts from the restaurants. 

After sampling food from a few street vendors, I hire 

a cab for the day. Make trips to a supermarket, liquor store, 

a science shop, electronics store and a chandlery. Last stop 

for the day is for a jerry can of diesel. The cab drops me at 

the marina at 1700. 

I top-up the diesel tank and give the jerry can and 

remaining fuel to the boat in the slip next to me. Make 

dinner and hit my bunk, setting the alarm for 0530 

tomorrow. 
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Lie there on the verge of sleep. It’s not life as I’d like 

to lead it, but it’s life. Direction. Purpose. Roll on. I fall 

asleep picturing her standing at BeeBee’s galley, brewing us 

a nice cuppa. 
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Chapter	40	

April 3, 2020 

Pacific Ocean  
Levuka  
Fiji.  
 
0600. 

I slip the mooring lines and head to sea, steering a 

little south of the rising sun. The wind is a twenty-five knot 

south-westerly and I set a course to The Gate. 

We heave-to at The Gate about five hours later and I 

run through the checklist for the boat and her systems. Fire 

up the generator and program the Time Gate Machine for 

February 14, 1813, 13:00. May as well avoid the sun 

leaping around by making it the same time as now, and this 

is two weeks before I landed in 1813 the first time. Should 

give me an easy run to stay ahead.  
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I hit the red button and find myself in seas of twenty 

feet, wind from the west at twenty knots. Tell BeeBee to 

head for Cape Horn and settle down for another three 

months at sea. 
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Chapter	41	

February 21, 1813 

Pacific Ocean  
International Date Line, 30˚ S  
2,500 miles SE of Fiji.  
 
1420. 

Been reviewing the plan to save Ses. I examined 

BeeBee’s log and computer track of the action we fought off 

San Sebastian a few months ago. The machine recorded the 

positions of all radar targets every minute and the software 

allows me to recreate the actual battle, as witnessed by 

BeeBee’s radar. When I feel sure I have the timing of it all 

correct, I program a waypoint into the watch.  

On the afternoon of the battle, I’ll use the sled to 

reach the waypoint between Impérieuse and L’Invincible. 
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Float with my head a foot below the surface. Peer above the 

waves with the periscope I bought at the science shop. 

When the men begin to line L’Invincible’s rail, I’ll inflate 

the sled’s tank until my head and shoulders clear the water. 

If my calculations are correct, I’ll be five hundred 

yards from L’Invincible’s starboard side, at her midships. 

The other two ships will be a little further away. With all 

that’s going on, I doubt anyone will see me in my black 

gear, with just my head and shoulders above the water. I 

will use the M-85 to shoot some of the men on the rail, 

before he (Josh II) makes it into the rigging. Don’t want to 

confuse him when he needs to think clearly, and this way he 

should not see me. I will sink below the water again, and 

use the periscope to see if he needs more of a hand. 

The thought of seeing Ses again is bittersweet. The 

image of her sailing by, her Midshipman’s hat blowing off, 

her hair in the sun, keeps me eating, building my strength 

for the task ahead. But she will sail into his arms and leave 

me as empty as I am now with the wound opened raw. 
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Chapter	42	

April 11, 1813 

Pacific Ocean  
120˚ W, 35˚ S  
3,102.2 miles W of Cape Horn.  
 
0815. 

I dreamed I was about to save Ses. I was on the sled 

in the water, peering through the periscope at L’Invincible’s 

midships. Ses sails by, the little boat heeled, her feet hooked 

under the thwart, leaning out to stiffen the boat. Men appear 

at L’Invincible’s rail, pointing at her approach. I blow air 

into the tanks and my shoulders clear the water. Reach down 

to the sled, unclip the M-85, set the sight to five hundred 

and cock it. Aim at the first man on the left and pull the 

trigger. But the M-85 has somehow become the rocket 
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launcher. The rocket scorches across the gap, scoops up Ses, 

veers abruptly around L’Invincible and hits La Clorinde. 

The ship’s magazine explodes and Ses, the ship, her crew, 

James, and Jean Coignart disappear in a single sheet of 

flame. 

I wake sweating, breathing hard, tangled in the bed 

sheets. Walk to the cockpit and lean against the coach-

house, staring out to sea. The wind on my naked body is 

clammy for a moment, but it’s a warm night and after a 

while I sit. 

While I obviously believe I can fire the weapon I 

intend to use, I can’t shake the dream. If I put Second Nudge 

in play to change the first’s outcome, what’s to prevent it 

from producing another surprise ending? I see again the 

image of La Clorinde blowing up: a fiery cenotaph of every 

soul aboard, scorching into the sky. 

I shiver and rub my arms. 

The sun rises and I go inside, dress, brew coffee and 

eat cereal and fruit. Do a little workout in the gym in the 

forward port cabin. Have to get fit for the mission. But what 

mission? Sit at the table and compile a list of names: Ses, 

Thomas, James, Jean Coignart, Doc Fourdee, and me. What 

are the implications for these people, of what I am about to 

do? Cassius doesn’t rate the list. 
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If I don’t alter the event again, Ses remains dead. I 

can save her at the Battle of First Nudge using the M-85. 

But my nightmare, and the four voices inside my head all 

suggest an alternate plan: intercept him and Ses and the 

other Bit-by-Bit before Aix Roads. Persuade them to turn 

around and head back to The Gate without attempting First 

Nudge. They may not agree. This could get messy. There’s 

two of them. And he’s much fitter and stronger than me. 

I pick up Thomas’s Autobiography of a Seaman and 

skim through until the Battle of Aix Roads. It tells the same 

story, of course. But to my growing dismay, Thomas’s life 

after the battle is now a different tale. Before I interfered, he 

had gone back to Plymouth bearing the dispatches written 

by Gambier. The Press had awarded him a hero’s welcome. 

The public enthused over his great victory. In an outpouring 

of emotion, the House of Assembly put forward a motion to 

thank Gambier on behalf of the grateful nation. Thomas, 

voting as the Member for his borough, abstained: the only 

man in the Assembly to do so. His vote touched off a 

sensation. Editorials were written supporting Thomas. 

Letters poured in, and Gambier called for a Court Martial to 

clear his name. The trial gripped the nation for months. But 

it was rigged from the start and Gambier was acquitted. 
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Thomas’s popularity had become a danger to the 

corrupt officials. Within a year he was framed for rigging 

the stock exchange, stripped of his rank and medals, 

dishonourably discharged and imprisoned. He escaped 

spectacularly, fled the country and was appointed Admiral 

in Chief of the Chilean Navy. Many believe he played a 

critical role in winning Chile’s independence from Spain. 

And then he helped Brazil free herself from Portugal’s 

colonial grasp. When Thomas’s father died and he became 

the Tenth Earl of Dundonald, King George III pardoned him 

and reinstated him at his correct seniority in the Navy. He 

served the remainder of his career as an Admiral. 

But, in his story now, Thomas did not attend the 

session in which the assembly voted to thank Gambier. He 

handed his dispatch to the Admiralty and travelled 

immediately to Scotland. Used his Prize Money to reacquire 

his ancestral lands. Retired from the Navy and the House of 

Assembly. He’d faded from public life. And James remained 

a presence in the remainder of his bio. Whereas before he’d 

disappeared after the battle of Aix Roads, he seemed now to 

have lived with Thomas. 

I open the file Ses compiled on James. Before we 

nudged history, the file contained a single page describing 

how James had been the Doctor on board Thomas’s first 

!402



command, Speedy, and then on Pallas and finally on 

Impérieuse. The file is now pages long. There’s even a 

portrait of him, hung in the Manor House near Culross 

Abbey, Thomas’s birthplace. There is no mention of 

Thomas’s or James’s families within a year of the Battle of 

Aix Roads. They appear to have both become hermits. 

I surmise that they’d been profoundly affected by our 

show-and-tell. Their fear of betraying our secret making 

them tight-lipped and ill at ease with others. They’d begun 

to feel uncomfortable in anyone else’s presence. Their 

families had given up on them, or they on their wives and 

children. The money had made it all possible. It may even 

be that Thomas’ feelings of guilt over Ses had pushed him 

into isolation and alcohol.  

Before I killed him on the deck, the British Army at 

Vittorio had captured Jean Coignart attempting to deliver 

the chests to Joseph. He’d been shot in the shoulder and was 

still trying to lift his sword to lunge at one of the British 

soldiers surrounding him, when he passed out. As a salute to 

his courage, he was saved by Sir Hopetown Stoke’s surgeon. 

Yes, in one of fate’s intricate twists, Sir Gabe himself gave 

the order. The surgeon removed the ball and nursed Jean 

back to health. A few months later he was released on parole 

and rode back to Rouen. Four years later, he married, and a 
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year later, sired the first male grandchild for his parents to 

dote on. 

It’s a sobering lesson on the flap of a butterfly’s 

wings. Doctor Fourdee, I decide, has to know what his 

machine was used for. I must convince him that, brilliant as 

it is, it poses too great a risk. 

Thinking of the Doc, however, reminds me of 

Cassius. It’s that same old question, but with a new twist. 

Should I do this and save Ses but no one else? Or should I 

save everyone and lose the gold? Either way, it doesn’t 

affect me. I’m a walking dead man, just waiting for the right 

moment to blow myself up. So much for the best-laid plans. 

Regardless of the path I chose, someone has to die.  
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Chapter	43	

June 1, 1813 

Atlantic Ocean  
1000 miles SW  
Aix Roads, France, 

0945 hours. 

I’m sitting in the cockpit about a week’s sail from 

Aix Roads, pondering Ses’s line to James aboard 

Impérieuse: Modern people seem to have lost their moral 

compass. 

Is my debate just one more sign of how right she 

was? Are we truly evolving into beings without conscience? 

If Ses is right, and the best survival-strategy in our modern 

cutthroat lives is dog-eat-dog and fuck the consequences, 
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our consciences will shrivel up like our tails did. In this 

worldview, a conscience is a liability, a puzzling vestige. 

But the operating principle behind conscience is 

choice. It’s not a blacksmith shaping and smacking out 

perfect humans; it’s a tiny voice, murmuring suggestions. 

Psychopathic without one; ignored with guilt; followed in 

hopes of redemption. Ethics and morals - the willpower we 

summon to overpower GLG. Some of us. Some of the time. 

Given our genetically driven self-improvement 

cycle, the purpose of a conscience, surely, is to improve our 

behaviour. To make us more human humans. And she’d 

want me to be the best person I can be. 

I sit up and breathe deeply. Get up and walk into the 

salon, to the galley. Take a glass and pour cold water into it 

from the fridge. Hold it up to the light and think about the 

pottery dish of brown water that I could not drink on 

Impérieuse. Two hundred years from now, I’ll install a 

reverse osmosis machine on my boat, able to transmute 

briny sea into clear water and banish death from thirst at 

sea. Who knows what another two hundred years of 

development will bring? Maybe James is right – automate 

work, pay everyone a basic income and leave people free to 

create. It will be many lifetimes before we endow machines 

with the power to think original thoughts, to create as we 
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do. Let the machines be the drones, the worker bees, and 

we’ll all live like royalty. 

I raise the glass and toast Thomas, James and Ses. 

Drain the glass in a single gulp and set it down in the sink. I 

nod, square my shoulders and nod again. 

I have to prevent First Nudge from taking place. It 

will be a simple matter to get to Aix Roads ahead of the 

other Josh. To swim in and climb into the boat he’s trying to 

steal, and wait for him to pop his head over the gunnel. 

He’ll be startled when he sees me, though, might make a 

noise and attract attention. In our SCUBA gear, we’ll both 

be shot - monsters from the deep. 

Could go to his Bit-by-Bit ahead of him, but I’d have 

to wait for him to return with Splinter before I could do or 

say anything. He and Ses are not going to yield easily to my 

entreaty to turn back. Thinking through the options is 

difficult, as just who is Josh I versus Josh II, and where do 

Ses and BeeBee fit into it? 

I draw looping patterns on a piece of paper, to trace 

Josh’s life. The first loop depicts my life until I pressed the 

button for the first time; a second loop for my journey from 

The Gate to 1813 and then to Aix Roads, the battle of First 

Nudge and death of Ses, and back to The Gate. A third loop 
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for the week in 2020 getting ready for Second Nudge. And a 

final loop, to get me to now. 

Add in Josh II’s time loops. He existed for the week 

I overlapped him in Fiji, and for the period two weeks 

behind me in 1813, to Aix-Roads, when we’ll meet face to 

face. 

I scratch around for some coloured pens and add in 

Ses’s time curves. Find myself staring at her time loops – 

the fantasy of seeing her again lending them her shape. 

With a sigh I take a red pen and add Cassius to the 

chart as a reference point: he’s the only one who more or 

less stood still. Sit back to contemplate the result. 

It dawns on me that I’m planning to kill the wrong 

person. 

!408



Chapter	44	

June 12, 1813 

Atlantic Ocean  
10 miles NE  
Aix Roads, France, 

1800 hours. 

The twenty knot nor ‘easterly sweeps the regular 

fifteen foot swells in towards La Rochelle, a gray overcast 

scudding low overhead. We’re heaved-to, rising and falling 

slowly, with a little twist as each wave crests beneath the 

hulls. We’re maintaining a ten miles radius from all 

shipping, including the other version of us. BeeBee’s less 

travelled twin with Ses and a whole Josh on board. 

I’m reading Impérieuse’s log entries for the battle of 

Aix Roads. The engagement begins tonight and grinds on 

for forty gruelling hours. Entries for weather and ship’s 
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status begin the day’s remarks: (Wind NE, 20K, blowing 

hard, high sea), rig (forecourse, main, heaved-to), heading 

(SE 19.5 points), speed (o). 

    A 1757 British chart of Aix Roads (Basque Roads) 

!410



Impérieuse was the staging platform for the initial 

attack. The next entries in the log record the release times 

for the three exploding and twelve fire ships involved in the 

attack: Name of ship, crew and rank, and the time each 

one’s tether was severed. And then the time each crew 

returned and their ship’s name. The Captain’s official report 

describes the bits in-between. Written after the event by the 

Captain, his word final.  

The subjective truth at work again.  
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Thomas launched the attack personally, from way out 

in front. He described the event in his bio. Sailing towards 

the four enemy frigates forming the front line of the French 

fleet, on a ship with fifteen hundred barrels of powder and 

three thousand grenades in her hold, he wrote: 

Having myself embarked on the largest exploding 

vessel, accompanied by Lieutenant Bissel and a volunteer 

crew of four men only, we led the way to the attack. 

 The night was dark, the wind was fair, though 

blowing hard, we soon neared the estimated position of the 

advanced French ships, For it was too dark to discern. 

Judging our distance, therefore, as well as we could, with 

regard to the time the fuse was calculated to burn, the crew 

of four men entered the gig, under the direction of 

Lieutenant Bissel, whilst I kindled the port-fires; and then, 

descending into the boat, urged the men to pull for their 

lives, which they did with a will, though as the wind and sea 

were strong against us, without making the progress 

calculated. 

The other Bit-by-Bit, Ses and I are heaved-to about 

fifteen miles south and east of here. Ses and him in the 

cockpit, sipping wine, settling in to watch Thomas’s attack 

from a distance. Not far enough, though, as the tsunami 

caused by the detonation of Thomas’ first exploding ship 
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smacks into BeeBee’s hydrogen generators. Ses had to look 

after Bit-by-Bit while he sledded in to steal Splinter.  

He waits for the last of the crews to row back to 

Impérieuse and then sneaks in. But I’m going to go in early 

this time. Follow Thomas on his exploding ship. Watch him 

kindle the port-fires: the light blue fuse and stand clear part. 

But no interfering: no popping up in a wetsuit and 

commanding Admiral Gambier to get off his knees and go 

into action.  

The next entries in Impérieuse’s log record her role 

in tomorrow’s early morning recon; the subsequent signals 

(five) requesting Gambier to order a few line-of-battleships 

in, to destroy the grounded and helpless French fleet. No 

mention of the frustration that eventually drove Thomas to 

sail Impérieuse backwards into the roads and tackle the 

entire French fleet singlehandedly. 

Time to go and meet myself. I fill a set of SCUBA 

tanks using the compressor. Check the regulator and BCD. 

Sharpen my knife and the spear. Remove the batteries from 

the chargers and insert them into the sonar, nightvision and 

flashlight. Correct the watch’s compass to Bit-by-Bit’s. I’ve 

changed its radio frequency to avoid overlapping the other 

watch and its Bit-by-Bit. So far, BeeBee is unaware she has 

a twin. Keep it that way, as one of her has to go. 

!413



I douse all interior lights, dim BeeBee’s instruments 

and computer screens. Close the hydrogen generator covers. 

Sail closer to the roads. Bit-by-Bit announces in my 

headsets, “On Deck. At target waypoint, sir. Standing by.” 

 “BeeBee, sail slowly towards Impérieuse. She is the 

radar target nearest the Boyart Shoal. Do not approach 

closer than one mile. When you reach the waypoint, you are 

to hold us in that position.” With her transparent wingsail, 

our lights off and her black trim and dark blue hulls, we’ll 

be invisible from about half that distance. 

BeeBee slows to a halt, turns her bows into the wind 

and uses her motors to hold us in position against the wind 
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and swell. Last time, Ses and I had waited for the first 

explosion with bated breath. While we’d hoped that Doc 

Fourdee’s machine really worked, and Starfix had plotted 

our course using modern images of the heavenly bodies 

backtracked to 1813, we’d not truly believed we were back 

in time. But the explosion confirmed it. Its huge orange 

flare had erupted ten miles away and reflected off the gray 

bank of clouds on the horizon. We’d both leapt to our feet 

and high-fived each other. Danced a little jig. Laughed when 

the explosion’s boom rattled our wine glasses. And then we 

were both hurled into the salon door as the explosion’s 

tsunami slammed Bit-by-Bit ten feet into the air and 

smashed the two starboard hydrogen generators. The covers 

had been open. 

Bit-by-Bit had cut her power immediately as part of 

her safety protocols. Her software had safely handled the 

hydrogen vent, too. But she’d been reduced to emergency 

power only. I’d spent thirty hours after I returned with the 

Jolly boat, repairing the damage. Used all of our spares 

doing so. With no radar and with no motors to escape 

detection by approaching ships while I worked, Ses had 

climbed the mast every half hour to scan the horizon.  

Our original plan was to tail Impérieuse after she 

departed Aix Roads to return to Plymouth. Avoid the 

!415



problem of finding her at sea the next day. We’d hoped to 

follow her in the night and then race ahead of her and drop 

Splinter and me in her path the next day. But when we’d 

restored Bit-by-Bit’s power systems, we’d collapsed into our 

bunk and slept for twelve hours. We’d missed the first two 

meeting points by the time we woke. 

The two of them are sitting right here where I am 

now, but in the other cockpit, waiting for the bang. 

Discussing how Thomas probably felt tomorrow. I’d said I’d 

like to take Byte-me over to the Caledonia and slug Gambier 

on his behalf. 

She’d smiled sadly and shaken her head. And then 

she’d said that Cassius had told her about me hitting my 

superior officer in the Canadian Navy. Asked what it was 

about. I’d explained how I’d been on a twenty-eight foot 

Sharpie on Lake Ontario, under the command of a Captain 

Trembill. Late fall weather - about eight degrees Centigrade, 

the lake a degree warmer. As part of my final exam for 

Captain, the Captain ordered me to sail to ten miles off 

shore, roughly in the middle of the lake. He’d sat in the 

sheltered companionway, Mustang Survival jacket around 

his ears, a toque pulled low, bitching about the cold and 

making notes on his pad. A short while later we were caught 

by a storm and set course for base. He’d refused to help a 
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young couple we’d come across, on a boat in distress. We’d 

argued. He’d told me to go ahead if I wanted to risk my 

neck to save two idiots, and I’d dived in to offer aid. He’d 

motored on without me. I finally made it back to base and 

found him in the Duty Room. He’d looked up and said, No 

need to cancel SAR. Never called them. Knew you could do 

it. You pass for Captain. Congratulations. He’d stuck out 

his hand to shake and I’d hit him. Turned out he was the 

Admiral’s wife’s nephew. The Admiral asked me to resign, 

walked me off the base and wished me Good Luck. The last 

words spoken to me by a navy man until Cassius introduced 

himself in Bermuda. We’d kissed after the story, Ses saying 

I should have been awarded a medal. Precisely what the 

Admiral had said, before adding that he still enjoyed sex 

with his wife and thus I had to go. 

I hoist the sled out of the forepeak using the 

spinnaker halyard and winch and walk it round to the stern. 

Strap on a set of extra batteries to the sled’s rear frame, put 

on my SCUBA gear, grab my canvas bag and give Bit-by-Bit 

her instructions. Climb aboard the sled, untie its painter and 

coil it into the box on the handlebars. I twist the throttle and 

motor off towards Aix Roads. To find Impérieuse, about five 

miles away. The wake bubbles out behind me, but it 

vanishes inches behind me in the swell and white caps. The 
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wind buffets my left side, and I steer the sled like a crab to 

keep her off the shore to starboard. The River Charente lies 

to the north and east of us, the estuary feeding into the 

roads, and the tide will flood in thirty-five minutes. 

Strap on a set of nightvision glasses and scan three-

sixty. This close to the water, surfing in on the swell, the 

wind and waves are physical presences, and the sled zips 

along at ten knots. About fifteen minutes later, the rigs of 

three frigates appear in the nightvision’s green circle. One 

of them is Impérieuse. The other two frigates additional 

staging platforms, for tethered to all three warships float the 

fifteen weapons aimed at the French fleet: the twelve fire 

and three exploding ships. The frigates at anchor, the fire 

and exploding ships strung out behind each one in lines 

astern.  

I approach Impérieuse slowly, ready to blow the 

tanks and sink below the sea if necessary. About a hundred 

feet now, and Midshipman Marryat, Lieutenant Bissel and 

Mr. Mapleton stand on the quarterdeck. A moment later 

Thomas appears from his cabin. Crosses to the 

companionway and mounts to the rail on the quarterdeck. 

The fire- and exploding-ship’s crews assemble on the 

deck below him. Thomas gazes down at his men, his sword 

buckled at his waist, pistols in his belt. Hessian boots to his 
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knees. He pushes his hat up in front, and waits for silence. 

The men shuffle and murmur for a few moments and then 

stand still. Thomas leans on the rail and says, “It is time, my 

lads, to see if we can wallop Boney’s aft-end for him. You 

should all be proud of yourselves. By all of you 

volunteering as you did, you have warmed my heart. But the 

night is yet young and our task not begun. So listen up. The 

wind is both with us, and against us. You will need your 

strength, your wits, and a kiss from Lady Luck. Do not set 

fire to the ship until you can aim it at an enemy directly. I 

say again. Sail the ship until one single enemy ship lies 

directly in your path. Not far from it, you set fire to her and 

leap into your little boat to row away.” 

He pauses and sniffs the air. “The wind will not 

strengthen tonight. But you will have your work cut out for 

you, to row three miles into its teeth to return home. But 

think of it this way; home is back aboard with your mates, 

and with another yarn to spin while you sip an extra ration 

of rum!” 

A cheer resounds and the men amble to the foredeck. 

Some sit on the deck and lean against the rail, some walk to 

the forecastle and onto the bowsprit, some stand quietly in 

small groups. The marines a solid clump of men near the 

mizzen. 
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Seven bells chime: 1930. The ebb tide turns to flood 

in towards the Isle d’Aix. At that moment, Thomas’ planned 

diversion begins. HMS Pallas opens fire on the Citadel. 

Even with her guns at maximum elevation, her shots cannot 

reach the fort, so she’s plying the docks at its foot. Hitting 

them with alternate broadsides, her 12 pounders stabbing 

out thirteen tongues of flame each time she wears. Within 

range of the Citadel’s guns, she can’t afford to be a 

stationary target. 

Thomas confers with Mr. Brown. They salute each 

other. Thomas, Mr. Bissel and their four-man crew cross to 

the stern rail. Climb down the rope ladder, into the first 

exploding ship. They make ready to sail her in. The 

remaining crews disperse into waiting boats, row to their 

ships and await their turn by number.  

I circle the sled around to the side of the exploding 

ship and watch as Thomas, standing in the bow, draws his 

sword and slashes the line holding it astern of Impérieuse. 

He runs to the wheel and turns it rapidly to larboard. The 

wind and swell push her, and her rudder bites. She turns. 

The crew let fall the forecourse. As they haul in each sheet, 

the ship accelerates. Lieutenant Bissel pulls in the painter of 

the gig towing behind the larger ship. Two men climb into 

the little craft and prepare to bail to keep it afloat. Towed 
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beyond her hull speed tonight, without bailing, she will 

swamp. 

The ship speeds up and the sled’s knotmeter displays 

10.2. We fly along, me about fifty feet behind her and about 

fifty foot off to the shallow side of the channel. I only need 

about six feet to hide in and they won’t come this close to 

the shoal because they draw about fifteen feet. 

Thomas’s plan relies on the darkness and wind 

strength to keep the enemy small-boat flotilla moored to 

their docks. Any boat venturing out on patrol will be 

blinded by the spray. Thomas told Gambier that it would be 

as dark as The Styx tonight, and without nightvision the 

ship ahead would be invisible.  

We approach two anchored British frigates. Lyra and 

Redpole here to light the break in the boom his exploding 

ship is about to make, allowing the remaining ships to pass 

through and reach the fleet. They are heaved-to, two cables 

lengths apart, awaiting the explosion to mark the channel. 

We sail between them, me about a hundred feet behind 

Thomas on his ship. 

Thomas steers parallel to the north shore of the 

Boyart Shoal. The port-fire wedged between his feet. He’d 

asked for a fifteen-minute fuse. As he’d said in his bio, they 
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had not accounted for the wind fanning the fuse and halving 

its burn time. But all that is just ahead. 

 We race on towards the boom. Its thirty-inch cable 

spans the entrance blocking the roads. Supported under the 

water by columns of rocks piled on the seabed, braced by 

booms and poles, the French believe this cable foils a 

fireship attack. The ships will be blown hard against the 

boom and remain pinned there by the wind until they burn 

out.  

The nightvision reveals rocks flashing by on my 

right. A little off to my left and fifty feet ahead, Thomas and 

his stripped hulk fly along under her curved forecourse, the 

two men in the gig bailing in turns. Thomas and the other 

three men on the deck, gazing forward. Running before the 

wind, the ship’s spray flies forward and the men hold 

rigging and rails with both hands, feet braced. Ten knots in 

that ship, tugged along in jerky blasts and with insufficient 

crew onboard to handle any emergency, is a wild ride. It’s 

why Thomas has the wheel – if he loses control for even an 

instant, the ship will broach: veer suddenly off course, the 

keel will dig in and she’ll flip head over heels forwards. 

Catapulting them into the sea ahead of her and then landing 

on top of them. And every one of them knuckles white, 

grinning with delight. 
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The sled is easier to control – much lighter and 

significantly more agile. So I’m following and watching 

Thomas work the wheel. Turning it constantly, first one way 

and then the other, keeping the rudder’s ropes and blocks 

taught, sensing the pressure on each side, his palms taking 

the ship’s pulse.  

The shoal looms ahead. I back off and they surge 

ahead. He’s jibing the ship a little now, side to side like a 

waddling duck. Trying to scrub off speed, but still moving 

too quickly. If they hit the boom at this speed, the ship will 

hole and drown the explosion. 

Thomas turns and yells, “Mister Bissel. Let go tacks 

and sheets.” 

Lieutenant Bissel whips his head to Thomas but then 

nods. Not enough crew to haul up the foresail. The wind 

must bear it away.  

“Aye, my Lord.” He runs forward. A moment later, 

the sail’s sheets let go and the canvas flogs and bangs in the 

wind, its head held to the yardarm. Two men ascend and cut 

the tacks. The wind rips the sail away and it disappears 

forward like a fleeing wraith. 

The stone pier on the rocks appears in the 

nightvision. The boom’s main support on this side of the 

harbour. It’s how Thomas deduced the existence of the 
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underwater boom. He’d said in his bio that the tower had 

appeared unnatural, inviting a closer look. And his telescope 

had revealed the cable running from the tower’s top into the 

sea, and surfacing from it at the foot of the Citadel. The 

tower’s stones now clear in the nightvision, the cable a 

massive dark cylinder angling down into the black water. 

Up ahead on the ship, the lookout, hanging from the 

bowsprit, swivels his head and yells, “There!” His right arm 

pointing at the tower. “Eighty feet ahead, my Lord!” 

Thomas hauls the wheel, turning the ship to larboard, 

scrubbing off more speed. Over his shoulder he shouts to 

the men in the gig. “Keep her astern of us. Mind the surge. 

Fend off.” He turns to face the men up forward and shouts, 

“Hold fast. We will hit the boom soon!” 

I’m about a hundred feet back behind them and I 

slow down to a crawl. Submerge until just my head is above 

water. Everyone lies down and clasps a part of the ship. 

Thomas wraps his arms around the compass binnacle, 

hugging it to his chest, the port-fire between his legs. 

Seconds later, a splintering crash as the starboard half of her 

hull slams into the heavy cable. 

The little gig rocks violently in the swell behind her. 

The two men fend off the boom with oars, working with a 

will to remain on the friendly side of the boom.  
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Thomas crosses to the midships hatch. Throws it 

open and peers into the hold. Listening for the sound of 

water rushing in. I submerge and move closer. Take a look 

underwater. Thomas slammed into the cable between two 

towers. The one about twenty feet astern of the ship has a 

few loose stones at its foot, but no strands of cable hang. 

The ship’s keel has splintered a little forward of midships: 

the cable’s compression under the impact must have bent 

the keel and snapped it, but her planking appears sound.  

Reverse and float the sled up about sixty feet away, 

just my head above water. The hull groans briefly and the 

wreck settles in a five-degree list. Thomas stands at the 

helm, counting crewmembers. Nods. Says, “Mister Bissel. 

Board the gig. I will take the tiller. The four oarsmen had 

best be ready when I board. We have but fifteen minutes to 

pull clear. Take the bow of the gig, Lieutenant, and make 

ready to bail.” 

The three remaining crew slip over the stern and 

board the gig, leaving the way clear for Thomas to leap in 

and grab the tiller. Thomas picks up the port-fire and walks 

to the fuse-train. He kneels, uses his coat to shield the trail 

of gunpowder connecting him to the bomb, and applies the 

port-fire. The gunpowder sputters, catches and sparks across 

the deck. He runs to the stern and leaps into the boat.  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Chapter	45	

June 12, 1813 

Atlantic Ocean  
Aix Roads, France, 

2000 hours. 

 “Row, row for your lives!” yells Thomas. The boat 

shoots from behind the ship and Thomas leans on the tiller 

to turn it into the wind. The men heave on their oars and 

they pick up speed. The fuse seems to streak towards the 

hold. The two oars on my side of the gig bend with each 

stroke. A series of rapid jerks, but the little boat is moving 

in slow motion. 

Take earplugs from my bag, insert them and 

submerge. Approach the gig and turn to run parallel with it, 
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in the deeper waters mid channel. The twenty-four-foot 

gig’s underwater hull is long, thin, and black; no wonder the 

crew called them coffins. Its hull cuts a swirl of bubbles 

which flow aft in a water tunnel’s revelation of her wake.  

I’m four feet away and five feet below the surface 

and every few seconds, two oar blades slash into the sea and 

heave aft. The oars’ pressure waves blurring behind in 

writhing snakes. 

I throttle back to keep pace – forward speed over 

ground less than one knot. Rowing their hearts out and I’m 

throttling back by twisting my wrist. 

Seven and a half minutes later, now five hundred 

yards from the bomb, the ship detonates. The sea behind and 

above me flares orange, red and violet. The water beats me 

downward as the shock wave blasts by. A loud bang, even 

underwater and through the earplugs. I back further away 

from the gig and risk a peek above the surface. 

The air teems with shells, grenades and rockets. Bits 

of timber from the boom’s towers and braces float on top, lit 

by the shrieking rockets. The gig is barely afloat. Thomas 

invisible, Lieutenant Bissel’s legs at the bow, his upper 

body out of sight, his ankles held by a crewmember. 

Thomas picks himself up from the bilge. The crew haul 

Lieutenant Bissel back on board. Thomas turns to take the 
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tiller. “God’s teeth!” he cries, leaping to his station. “Row! 

If you wish to live, stretch out. Row!”  

I look behind. The tsunami! The twenty-foot wall of 

water fills my vision, a curl of seething foam at its foot, 

racing towards me. Emergency dive the sled and the wave 

pummels me as it roars overhead. The turbulence slams me 

deeper, but I level out with five feet to spare under the 

sled’s tanks. 

Surface my head and look around. The crew bail 

furiously. Six intermittent jets of water curving from bucket 

to sea in rapid bursts. The gig rises slowly in the water. 

The air above us whistles and howls with rockets. 

They arc above and explode into the sea ahead. The 

grenades, ejected high by the initial blast, rain down, flashes 

of blue light and a rolling barrage of thunder. 

The short fuse saved their lives. If they had rowed 

for double the time, they would have been under the 

exploding shells and hand-grenades. 

I look back at the gig. They now rest, breathing hard, 

all taking in the scene. Thomas smiles. “You are living 

proof, me lads, that the most efficient bailer is a frightened 

man with a bucket.” 

They resume rowing and I raise the sled to clear my 

chest above water and tag along, two hundred feet astern.  
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The wind carries Thomas’ voice as he says,  “Mister Bissel. 

Signal the second exploding-ship to proceed.” 

“Aye, my Lord,” says the Lieutenant. A lantern 

appears in the bow, held aloft by the Lieutenant. He waves it 

from side to side. Three miles off, from the stern of 

Impérieuse lying at anchor, comes an answering light. 

Thomas calls out, “Keep your eyes open. We don’t 

want to be run down by Mr. Marryat as he pilots her 

through.” 

“Aye, my Lord,”  

The gig approaches the two British frigates, now 

anchored to either side of the gap in the boom. Suspended 

between each ship’s main and fore masts, an array of 

lanterns forms a bright beacon.  

I stop and watch Thomas and his crew row slowly 

away, a mile and half from Impérieuse and their promised 

ration of rum. 

The second exploding ship appears, her forecourse 

curving forward, her bow wave white in the darkness. She’s 

right on course and I turn and follow Frederick Marryat’s 

ship back in towards the enemy fleet. The nightvision shows 

him aiming for the French frigates anchored in a line across 

the channel, bows facing into the wind. The bows of the 

ships difficult targets for this cumbersome vessel.  
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The bomb approaches the frigate anchored second 

from the left side of the channel. Marryat and his crew 

slither over the rail into the gig. Row frantically towards 

me, only my head above the water. 

I move to my left increasing the distance to their 

intended track. They pass me about five minutes later. Two 

and half minutes later, an intense flash erupts. A huge sheet 

of flame rises like a giant tortured flag. The lurid glare 

reveals that the frigate’s crew managed to fend the hulk off, 

but their ship was still damaged by the resulting explosion 

and its shock wave. 

I submerge the sled as the explosion’s tsunami passes 

overhead. Surface again. The anchored French fleet surges 

and bucks as the wave batters them. Muffled thuds as the 

keels of the heavier ships thump aground. Some anchors 

break loose, and as the grenades and rockets shower down 

on the French ships, small figures run on their decks. The 

outside row of French battleships opens fire at the imagined 

site of the first explosion. The selected target their own 

frigates at the harbour mouth. The frigate crews run to the 

bows and cut their cables. The four frigates drift towards the 

shore driven by the wind and swell. 

A fireship appears off to my right, drifting in towards 

to the French fleet. Turn to look behind. Eleven sails strung 
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out in a raggedly line. As each one flits between Aigle and 

Unicorn its forecourse glows like a pale belly stretched by 

the wind. The ships stream in towards the fleet anchored 

ahead. The crews set fire to them, and the burning hulks 

drift closer to the French fleet. 

As Thomas predicted, the French have assumed the 

fireships are bombs, too. They aren’t, too expensive to 

make, but as each flaming torch approaches a French ship, it 

reveals crews frantically cutting cables. The ships drift into 

each other and the shore. The wind and tide turns them 

sideways and many of them pick up speed.  

I submerge the sled until just my head is above 

water, and motor slowly in to observe the effects of Thomas’ 

plan. The fireship crews pass by a few hundred feet to my 

right, rowing back to Impérieuse. Many of them, anxious 

over the long pull back, had fired their ships too early and 

they had missed ships. The third-exploding ship was lost 

when it was cut loose as a precaution when the last of the 

fireships was ignited while still ahead of Impérieuse.  

I motor in slowly ahead of the other Josh. The 

nightvision reveals the now smaller swells running ahead of 

me, and a flare of light on the horizon. My beacon. The 

glare slowly resolves itself into lanterns hanging from the 

rigging of several grounded ships. More lanterns on poles 
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line the shore, clustered around ships lying on their sides, 

their bottoms pointing out to sea. A few fireships smoulder, 

aground on the Palles Shoal, slowly dwindling piles of 

glowing embers. 

A team of men slowly lower a 32 pounder into a boat 

alongside a stranded ship. With the ship’s yardarms stuck in 

the sand, unable to act as a derrick, the gun hangs from a 

tripod of yardarms lashed at the top. As the gun’s weight 

bears, one of the tripod’s legs sinks into the sand and the 

tripod topples. The gun smashes through the hull and 

disappears into the sea, closely followed by the boat. Two 

men from the submerged boat wade ashore.  

I’m now too close to remain on the surface. Put the 

regulator in my mouth. Pull the mask down over my face 

and adjust the pressure. Open the ballast tanks on the sled 

and bubbles burst on the surface as we submerge. 

Stabilize us six feet below the surface. I switch on 

the sonar display and point it ahead midships. Twist the 

throttle. There are bits of wood, some large, floating, but 

I’m deep enough to avoid hitting my head. Motor in till the 

seabed shallows to fifteen feet. The sled draws three, I sit up 

three more, leaving nine feet beneath us. Switch off the 

thruster and we drift forward to settle gently on the ground 

with my head inches below the surface. Slowly stand on the 
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stirrups and peer above the water. The pier is a few feet to 

my right. This is good. He anchors his sled about fifty feet 

upstream. 

 Drop below the surface. Switch off the sonar. 

Anchor the sled to the seabed and tie its painter to the last 

piling of the pier. Can’t use the homing device – it’s set to 

the same frequency as his. Take my little bag from the 

storage box, and haul myself up the piling to break the 

surface. 

I’m under the leading edge of the pier, about half 

way along. Across the river the town blazes with light and 

people bustle about. Orders reverberate. Carts and drays 
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clatter. Trains of people stretch from the sandy beach into 

each ship’s hold. They hand barrels, sacks and bags in little 

arcs towards the shore. 

Thomas’s plan worked perfectly. Some of the ships 

are two hundred feet long, a hundred and fifty feet tall and 

forty wide. Each one about three thousand tons of wood, 

iron and canvas. And Thomas hurled thirteen of them onto 

the shore like pebbles. Almost thirty thousand tons of 

shipping beached. Their rigs reach out across the sand 

almost to the river. A mainmast has fallen across the town 

square and knocked Napoleon off his bronze horse. 

I could finish off the job Gambier won’t do 

tomorrow. Dressed in the uniform Ses brought, I could walk 

among the ships sticking C4 to their bottoms, and detonate 

it all from the sled a little way out to sea. As it is, at the rate 

these people are unloading the ships, they will re-float on 

the morning’s rising tide. 

I slip back into the water and swim quietly on the 

surface to the Xebec merchantman tied to the other end of 

the pier. Its larboard side to the dock, the little Jolly boat 

he’s going to steal tied to its starboard stern. Grasp its rail, 

pull myself up and roll over to lie on the sole. Look at my 

watch. He will be here in fifteen minutes. Open the bag and 

remove the two articles brought with me to convince him. 
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Then I lie back, watching the spot where I know he will put 

his hand to pull himself up for a peek. 

The wind blasts overhead. People cry out from the 

ships stranded across the river. The clouds whip by, lit 

orange and red by the leaping bonfires.  

And then his black-gloved hand appears and the boat 

rocks slightly. I lean forward and pick up my props, one in 

each hand. 
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Chapter	46	

June 12, 1813 

Atlantic Ocean  
Aix Roads, France, 

2130 hours. 

As his head appears over the gunnel, I drop the 

noose in my left hand over his neck. Aim my right-hand at 

his facemask and pull the FN’s trigger. Its silenced barrel 

sighs. His lens shatters and his body recoils. Snaps the 

noose against the thwart its tied to. He splashes back into 

the sea and the noose tugs tight. He hangs unmoving next to 

the Jolly boat. 

“Sorry buddy,” I say, feeling little. “You were here 

for the gold; I’m here for Ses and the world.” The life I just 
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took was not supposed to be. He, and thus me, have no 

place in 1813. 

Put my mask back on, slip the regulator into my 

mouth and fall into the sea. Clicking on the watch, I locate 

his sled’s homing signal, and swim to it. Stow its anchors 

back on board and switch off its homing-signal transmitter. 

After driving it to my own sled, I park it alongside on the 

riverbed and take the last of my props from my bag: C4 and 

a detonator. Attach the bomb to his sled. 

Surface between the Jolly boat and the pier, near his 

body. Just upstream of the blood flowing from his broken 

mask. Hoist myself up on the little boat’s gunnel and give 

the bilge and thwart a once over to ensure I haven’t left 

anything behind. Lean in and undo the noose, deflate his 

BCD and swim down with him as he sinks. Tie him to the 

luggage rack of his sled. Tie the bow of my sled to the tanks 

on the stern of his and lash the two together until they form 

a rigid unit. Climb onto his sled, power up and inflate the 

tanks enough to lift both sleds and the two of me off the 

ground. 

We move away from the pier, back out along Aix 

Roads to the sea. The combined sled is unwieldy and I 

struggle to keep us above the seabed and on course. But as 

the water deepens and I adapt to the strange steering 
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characteristics, the task becomes easier. About a mile 

outside the harbour mouth, his sled’s batteries give out. I 

climb onto my sled, power up and continue a few miles 

further. Surface to check my position. 

Impérieuse and the frigates are well astern, anchored 

for the night, ready to launch the second half of the attack at 

first light. At dawn, Impérieuse will weigh anchor and sail 

in to assess the impact of the attack. She’ll find no sign of 

the boom, the way into the harbour clear, and all but two of 

the French fleet aground and helpless. Thomas will send 

Gambier five signals over the next few hours, all requesting 

the British fleet to sail in and demolish the stranded ships. 

Gambier’s only response will be to order Thomas to remain 

anchored. 

Five hours after Thomas’ first signal, the tide will 

flood. The French will re-float the flagship, L’Ocean. If the 

British don’t act now, the French will re-float the entire fleet 

and the attack will have been for naught. But if Impérieuse 

sails in to start bombarding the stranded ships, Thomas will  

be disobeying a direct order. He’ll be court-martialled. 

 Impérieuse at that stage will be anchored bow to the 

wind, facing the British fleet four miles away. The fleet can 

see Impérieuse ’s bow and starboard side. Thomas orders 

the anchor hove atrip, raised from the seabed but left 
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submerged. She does not make sail, instead relying on the 

wind and tide to drift her in. To the fleet, Impérieuse will 

appear still to be lying at anchor. But Thomas drifts his ship 

backwards through the shoals, conning her from the 

Quarterdeck’s stern rail, calling out his orders to the 

helmsmen at the wheel on the maindeck. Fifteen minutes 

later, Impérieuse’s stern enters the harbour and comes 

within range of the shore-mounted battery and the few 

French ships which have by then been re-floated. They open 

fire on her. 

Thomas runs his trump card signal up the mast: In 

want of assistance (it also means in distress). The Navy’s 

standing orders require a British warship to go to the aid of 

any Navy ship in distress. Gambier at last dispatches seven 
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ships into the roads. They go to Impérieuse’s assistance (she 

will be engaging two line of battle ships at the time). They 

help her to sink and destroy four ships. And then for 

unknown reasons, the British fleet and Impérieuse will be 

recalled by Gambier and that ends the battle. No wonder 

Thomas refused to vote for Gambier’s award. 

Off to starboard, his Bit-by-Bit is eight miles due 

west, mine is ten miles north of her. I untie my sled from 

his. Reach down, set the detonator on his sled for ninety 

minutes, and click it on. It begins its countdown. The sled’s 

batteries are dead, so I shoot holes in its air tanks with my 

pistol. The sled, with him on it, sinks to the seabed two 

hundred feet below. I take a bearing on his Bit-by-Bit and 

start motoring on the surface towards his boat. And Ses…. 

I have been busy thinking about him, not allowing 

myself to think of her. To win her back I had to take her 

away from him. 

The wind is still Thomas’s desired nor’ easterly gale. 

My face is about three feet above the sea, unprotected by a 

shield. The spray and surf swamping the mask reduce 

visibility to a few feet. May as well ride more comfortably, 

so I blow the tanks and submerge to six feet below the 

surface. Twist the throttle and move forward at five knots. 

An hour-and-a-half later, fifty yards from Bit-by-Bit, I stop. 
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My heart hammers and I’m almost giddy. Switch off 

the watch. Ses and her BeeBee will not have detected its 

radio signal underwater. My head clears the water as a 

muffled crump reaches me. Followed a minute later by a 

small shock wave of water. His sled and him, blowing up. 

I look around for Bit-by-Bit, but darkness hides all 

but the white-capped waves in a circle a hundred feet 

around me. Clip on nightvision and scan. Stop breathing. 

Bit-by-Bit appears, heaved-to, her sterns towards me. In the 

cockpit stands Ses. 

I spit out the regulator and sob, laugh, cry and cough 

up seawater. Time to say hello. Must remain cool. Switch on 

the watch and key it’s microphone. “Ses. Hello, love….” 

My voice falters and cracks. Let go the button so she won’t 

hear my sob. She says, “Josh! What’s wrong? Where are 

you?” 

I regain control and say, “I’m on the sled. In the 

water astern of you. Ah, God, Ses! Is that really you…?” 

“Josh! Are you sure you’re okay?” 

Fight for control. Pump more air into the tanks and 

surface. Flick the headlight for a second and she waves. 

I motor over, my heart racing. Tie the sled to Bit-by-

Bit’s stern and clamber aboard. Throw my mask into the 
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cockpit and leap up the stairs. With all my gear on, I grab 

her and pull her into my arms. 

I cry, sobbing her name. She returns the hug, but her 

arms loosen. She steps back, puzzled, concern on her brow. 

“Easy luv, easy.” 

I rip off the wetsuit hood. 

She recoils in shock. “Oh my God… Josh! What 

happened to you? Oh no! You look… Josh, you look years 

older. Your hair is gray….” Her voice fades and she 

stumbles, dismay turning her mouth into a hard line. She 

steps forward as I remove the suit and touches me. “Oh 

God, luv! You’re so thin! What is going on?” 

She stops talking as I kiss her. She responds to the 

urgency in my embrace. After a time she breaks gently, 

asking, “Will you please tell me what happened? You’re 

acting as if you haven’t seen me in years.” 

“Six months, fifteen days, twelve hours and some 

minutes. Oh God, Ses, is it really you?” I lean across and 

pinch her. She pulls her arm away in annoyance. “Josh, stop 

clowning around. What the fuck is going on?” 

I laugh. She stamps her foot. Before she can speak, I 

say, “It’s a long story. Let me shower off, and while we eat 

something, I’ll fill you in.” 
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I go below to shower and dress. When I walk into the 

salon, she’s preparing bacon, eggs and toast. Why not? It 

will be dawn in a couple of hours. I’m hungry, but I can’t 

stop staring at her. To see her walking about like this, 

talking as she works; flicking the hair from her eyes; the 

little frown as she beats the eggs…. 

“Josh. Will you tell me already? What happened to 

you? You said you haven’t seen me in months. Wipe that 

puppy-dog look off your face and talk.” 

Her look of concern is tinged with anger. I hold up 

my hand and nod. “First off, Ses, I’m not the Josh who 

motored off on the sled six hours ago. I’m an older version. 

I came back from the future, to tell you about what happens 

next. To tell you what went down on First Nudge. It doesn’t 

turn out like we plan.” 

She stares at me for a moment and shakes her head. 

“What? What do you mean… why would you do that?” 

“I didn’t like the way First Nudge ended. I decided 

to come back and change it. I really am six months older. 

And it’s been a tough voyage.” 

She nods slowly. “Okay - you look older, because 

you are older. But why didn’t you bring the older me with 

you? And what happened to the younger you?” 
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“Let me start at the beginning. About six months 

ago, I came back here tonight to Bit-by-Bit as we had 

planned, towing a little wooden boat I called Splinter. We 

sailed off and two days later, we used it to fall-in with 

Impérieuse.” 

No need to give her all the messy details. She would 

just be mad at me for excluding her then. “Thomas and 

James proved difficult to persuade of the truth and so we 

showed them Bit-by-Bit. She convinced them and we went 

back to Impérieuse and set off in pursuit of La Clorinde. 

Only we were too late and she sailed into San Sebastian 

before we could take her. So we used Plan C and then… and 

then, there was a big sea battle. La Clorinde had an escort of 

two seventy-fours, but Thomas managed to defeat them all. 

We did actually take the chests of gold. There were indeed 

twenty of them….” I trail off, thinking about what happened 

next. 

Eyes shining, she leans forward. “Josh. But why so 

glum? It sounds like it worked perfectly, despite the escorts. 

Two line-of-battle ships! What happened? Come on now, 

talk, damn you.” 

I get up from the table and step back. Look down at 

the cabin sole and say softly, “During that battle, Ses, I 

killed Jean Coignart. He died looking into my eyes.” Risk a 
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quick glance at her face. Her eyes dim and she slumps back 

against the couch “Oh Josh. We both admired him so.” 

I sit again and slide next to her. Touch her shoulder 

softly. “Yeah. I can’t stop seeing him lying there in two 

halves, feeling his blood on my back and neck.” I shake 

myself and look into her eyes. “But, it gets worse. You, 

love…. You died, too.” 

She snaps away from me, eyes flaring in surprise. 

“What?” 

I relate the story. She listens, asks questions, thinks, 

asks more questions, and makes me repeat it. Then she 

stares out to sea. After a time, she turns to me and nods 

slowly. “All right, I think I have it now. So what happened 

to the other Josh?” 

“I erased the remainder of his part in 1813.” 

“Erased? You mean… no, you can’t mean what I 

think you mean.” 

“You know the strange thing is, for the longest time I 

was going to kill me and leave him with you. But then I 

realized he only existed in this time. He only lived for about 

four months and I’m thirty-two. I’m the real me. He’s the 

me who tried to alter history. And he was the one who had 

to be stopped.” 
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“Stopped! Is that why you came back? To stop us? 

Me? Why don’t we go on and just make sure we plan it 

better?” Her eyes burn and her mouth is tight. And I 

understand her anger and feel her passion. My heart beats 

faster and my mood soars higher. 

“I love you,” I say. 

“Don’t patronize me, you arsehole!” She gets up and 

stands at the galley sink facing me. Her hands balled into 

fists on her hips. “What do you mean stop?” 

“I mean what you think, love. Because we nudge 

history, nine hundred and fifty-four Frenchmen die over the 

next three days. Thomas, James, Jean Coignart, the people 

of Chile and Brazil… all live a worse life. And you end up 

dead and I stop eating, kept alive only by the idea of 

exacting revenge on Cassius. So there I was, enroute to 

execute the bastard, and just before I went through The Gate 

to do it, I realized I could save you. I transited back to 

before we did the first time and headed here to change the 

Battle of First Nudge. I figured we’d get the gold, ask 

Thomas to marry us aboard Impérieuse and go home filthy 

rich to raise a family.” 

She blows me a kiss and smiles a little. “So you’re 

saying we screwed up – that everyone’s life was worse than 
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before we intervened? How so? Can we look all this up so I 

can see what happened?” 

“’Fraid not, love. You did all your research, when, 

about 2019?” She nods and I continue, “So whatever existed 

in the files at the time you looked, is what you recorded. 

Okay? If we go back to 1813 and change things, when you 

record it in 2019, you get what happened when we messed 

with it. If we don’t go back, you get what happened when 

we didn’t mess with it, right?” 

She nods. “So,” I say. “Your research recorded 

whatever happened. By killing the other me, I have now 

eliminated us going ahead with the operation and thus it 

doesn’t happen. Thus history is back the way it was.” 

“You’re so goddamn sure that we’re not going? What 

happened to my vote?” She’s on her toes, tensing her 

forearms. 

My smile fades. “Ses. I know this is tempting. But I 

can’t do this.” 

She steps towards me, eyes green flares. “Can’t! 

Most people mean won’t, when they say can’t.” 

I nod ruefully. “Listen, love. Please hear me out.” I 

stand and take her hands. “I really do mean can’t. My 

parents and Ashley were killed for a coin collection. By 
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taking part in First Nudge, I traveled full-circle and became 

a coin thief too. And I, too, murdered someone’s child.” 

She nods slowly, but then shakes her head. “You said 

James told you, when you killed the corporal on guard in 

San Sebastian, that this was 1813, and that you were a Navy 

officer whose duty it was to kill the enemy. You killed 

Coignart in the line of duty, defending yourself. And you 

didn’t even kill him. If anyone actually pulled the trigger, it 

was one of Thomas’s officers.” 

I feel close to tears. Whisper hoarsely, “But he died 

looking at me. And every one of the nine-hundred and fifty 

five people who died in First Nudge - every one of them a 

mother’s son. And one mother’s daughter. And for what? 

Two bags of gold? We agreed, that to save our world, we 

needed to restore its moral compass. You can’t promote 

ethics with stolen gold.” 

She stares at the black sea for a time. She stands and 

paces about, goes outside to the cockpit and sits. Agitated, 

her head bobbing and her shoulders tense, but gradually she 

calms and at last she sits still. 

She comes inside and smiles tentatively. “When I 

think on it, altering history to suit one’s personal agenda is 

insane. If everyone followed suit the world would be in a 

constant state of flux – everyone manipulating it.” 
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She sits next to me on the couch, takes my hands and 

says, “What did you have in mind?” 

I tell her about James’ letter. It disappeared when I 

cancelled First Nudge, so I summarize it. 

She’s silent for a few moments looking aft at the sea. 

Turns to look at me and flicks the hair from her eyes. “Wow. 

Wouldn’t that be something, luv? A cultural and scientific 

burst equal to the tech explosion?” 

“Yeah, “ I say. “But at the rate we’re automating 

human effort, we’re going to need Basic Income soon. 

James was right.” 

She shakes her head. “He was, but a lot of people 

lose their sense of self when their vocations are taken away 

from them. It forces them to reinvent themselves. Most of 

them will need help.” 

I nod, my shipwrecked life on land before I met 

Cassius coming to mind. 

Ses says, “But it’s exciting! It gives us something to 

shoot for. Like Kennedy’s moon shot inspired the 

Americans in the sixties.” 

She stops talking as I take her hands in mine. “It 

does. But we have a few more immediate concerns. We have 

to deal with Cassius and the Doc. And the Navy. And then 

we can deal with the world.” 
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“Bit by bit,” she says. 

“Bit by bit.” 

She leans in and kisses me. “Before you erased your 

part in history, Josh, you should have kept him alive long 

enough to marry us. He was a Captain, right? You’re a 

hopeless romantic, Joshua Rick: it would have been truly 

brilliant to be married by Thomas on board Impérieuse. And 

by the way, the answer’s Yes. I will marry you.” 

We kiss and I find I’m crying and smiling. We sit for 

a time, her in front of me, leaning back against me. I can’t 

believe she’s really in my arms and I can’t stop smelling her 

hair, running my hands up and down her arms and squeezing 

her. 

The sun breaks the horizon. A beam of red flares 

across the sea to light another perfect day and I laugh out 

loud. Ses sits up and I reluctantly release her. We stand and 

clear the table. Ses smiles, shakes her head and we wash the 

dishes in the sink. 

I walk to the cockpit and look south towards my own 

ship. “First step is to deal with the two versions of Bit-by-

Bit. We’ll get the other one to sail here now and tow us to a 

safe location out to sea.  We’ll use her hydrogen generators 

to repair the ones on this boat. Then we’ll take off all the 
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food and spares we can carry, set a detonator and some C4, 

and when we’re a safe distance away, blow her up.” 

She throws a hand up in surprise. A soap bubble 

floats to touch the salon ceiling. “Good grief,” she says, 

popping the bubble. “First him, now Bit-by-Bit.” Her lips 

purse. “As for me, I wish you were wrong about First 

Nudge, but in my heart I know you’re right. As a historian, I 

should have known this without you having to face death. 

To put the past in front of us to play in is wicked. It’s a 

perversion of the natural order.” 

She trails off, looking back in the direction of Aix 

Roads. “Well, at least I got to see that. And maybe we can 

go ashore somewhere in this time period and walk around. 

Just to observe, you know? Not to participate.” 

“Perhaps, love,” I say. “But we must behave as if 

we’re not there. We’ll figure out a way to get into a port.” 

We kiss and, after a time, I say, “BeeBee. Switch off 

all your systems, remain heaved-to until I reactivate your 

power.” 

“Aye sir. Switching off now.” 

Ses’s eyebrows rise. 

“I have to speak to the other Bit-by-Bit,” I say. “Tell 

her to sail here now.”  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Chapter	47	

June 12, 1813 

Atlantic and Indian Ocean  
Cape of Good Hope, 

1500 hours. 

We’re back at the southern tip of Africa, rounding 

The Cape of Storms, as it used to be called, before our 

improved navigational and ship building skills persuaded us 

to rename it The Cape of Good Hope. 

We’re in a nor’ easterly gale of forty knots. A low 

bank of cloud presses overhead and the world is gray and 

green. Ses and I are at the aft helm stations, her seated on 

the port side, me standing in front of the wheel on starboard. 

Our harness and tethers are clipped to the jacklines as 

falling overboard now would be fatal.  It’s 32˚C, according 
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to the instruments in front of me, the sea at 18˚C, but it’s 

not hypothermia that’ll kill us. We’re hitting twenty-eight 

knots surfing down the waves, the same speed a boat tows a 

skier at, and the impact on the water will smack the wind 

out of us. In the foaming wake and green waves, for those 

first few critical seconds we’d breath water instead of air. 

By the time BeeBee can stop and reverse course to retrieve 

the man overboard, it will be too late. 

BeeBee’s adjusting her wingsail’s camber rapidly in 

an effort to keep us travelling in a straight line. I’m turning 

the helm constantly, doing my own part to prevent a broach. 

It happens quickly if it does: the boat will yaw to one side 

and if I correct too much, the rudders will swing the boat 

back too quickly, the keels will bite and she’ll flip end over 

end, throwing us ahead of the boat. Harnessed to her as we 

are, we will travel eight feet, the length of the tether, and be 

pulled up and over with her. She’ll come down on top of us 

and explode into pieces as she smacks us into the sea.  

The ride, though, makes it all worthwhile: a sixty-

five feet long surfboard, ninety feet tall and thirty feet wide, 

catching a thirty-foot wave at thirty miles an hour. The 

rudders’ rooster tails arc up behind us, almost as high as the 

wave that bears down on the sterns. It grows darker in the 

cockpit, and the wave scoops us onto its trough. Ahead, the 

!454



sky shoots upwards as we tilt forward, my body presses 

down on my feet and we zoom thirty feet up in two seconds. 

And at the top, for that brief magical moment, we hang on 

the curl in a state of perfect grace. The sea stretches ahead, 

an infinite series of crests below swirling clouds. The wind 

roars through the rigging and the bow waves are twin curls 

of green, white-flecked foam. I feel like we’re flying. Then 

the wave surges past and the sky fills my vision. My 

stomach rises to my chest as we fall thirty feet into the dark 

valley. 
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Chapter	48	

October 2, 1813 

Pacific Ocean  
The Time Gate  
Fiji. 

1300 hours. 

We’re heaved-to at The Gate. A sunny day and calm. 

Sitting in the cockpit, we’re finishing lunch, saying goodbye 

to 1813. We have planned our reunion with Admiral Stoke 

and Doc Fourdee and are almost ready to transit. 

We stand up and Ses gathers the breakfast dishes and 

walks inside to the galley sink. 

I remove SCUBA gear from the cockpit lazarette and 

don a wetsuit, mask, flippers and a BCD vest. Walk down 
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the starboard transom steps and sit to put on fins. Fall 

backwards into the water. Swim to the tiny bit of antenna 

sticking above the water and follow it down forty feet, to 

the canister that we planted here when we arrived in 1813. It 

transmits a homing signal for The Gate, as it’s important to 

be right at The Gate when we attempt the transit.  I cut the 

canister loose. It bobs to the surface. I pause on the way up 

to eliminate any risk of the bends, and as I pop my head out 

of the water, Ses hauls the canister back aboard with a boat 

hook. 

I clamber out, remove my gear, rinse it off and store 

it back in the locker. Carry the homing signal canister from 

the transom where Ses left it, and store it in a cockpit 

locker.  

I shower off on the transom steps, dry myself and 

dress. Ses looks at my t-shirt, jeans and leather topsiders. “I 

think you should wear a loose-fitting shirt, luv.” 

“You’re right.” I say and retire to our cabin to 

change. On my return, Ses has washed-up the dishes and 

stowed all loose objects. “Everything ship-shape, Josh,” she 

says.  

“You will remember to stay out of sight?” 

She waves her hand dismissively. “He doesn’t know 

I’m here, remember?” 
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We both turn to gaze out the portholes and sweep the 

horizon, looking for a last reminder of the past, perhaps. We 

hug and kiss and Ses heads below to our cabin. 

I sit at the internal-helm station. Power up the 

generator, wait till it achieves steady-state, and switch on 

the time machine’s controls. The Today’s display reads: 

October 2, 1813, 13:30. According to BeeBee’s log, I 

pressed the button while Cassius and the Doc were 

watching, at precisely 12:00. I program April 8, 2020, 12:01 

into the Destination. Swing Bit-by-Bit around, set her on 

course, and accelerate. Place the transmitter near me on the 

desk, ready to cancel the explosive device I placed here 

before transiting back to 1813 the first time. I’ll have 

slightly less than fifteen seconds to cancel the detonator. 

Close my eyes, warn Ses to do the same, and press 

the little red button. 
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Chapter	49	

April 8, 2020 

Pacific Ocean  
The Time Gate  
Fiji. 

1201 hours. 

The weather remains unchanged but the sun shifts to 

the west a few degrees. Cassius’ trawler floats off our 

starboard side, he and the Doc at her rail. I key the cancel 

button for the bomb. 

Doc Fourdee punches the sky, leaps inches off the 

deck and shouts, “Josh! Thank God!” 

I open the porthole above the helm station and wave. 

Cassius says something to the Doc and they go inside the 

coach-house. I stop Bit-by-Bit and walk to the cockpit, 
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pondering the bomb, floating twenty feet below me. It’s 

now off, but it’s still a pound of C4 in a watertight container 

with a detonator waiting to be armed. Can’t leave it down 

there, but Cassius and the Doc don’t know about it – I threw 

it overboard hidden by BeeBee’s coachtop. I’ll have to deal 

with after we’ve dealt with Cassius.  

Cassius hails. “Joshua!” 

I lift my eyes from the sea and see Cassius leaning 

against the rail, the Doc nowhere in sight. Cassius is a thin 

man, a shade under six feet tall, and he’s leaning his thighs 

on the lifelines, gently rocking backwards and forwards on 

his toes and heels. Ses and I have joked about his obsession 

with his hair: gray, long and wavy, with silver streaks near 

his temples. Nearing sixty-five and retirement, its as if he 

believes his hair adds to his virility. And now he stands at 

the trawler’s rail, pulling at it, tugging the ends, moving it 

off his face. 

Cassius releases his hair and raises his hand. 

Beckons me toward him. “Why don’t you come aboard so 

we can celebrate? I have some champagne on ice.” 

I walk outside to the cockpit. “Admiral Stoke, sir. 

The real hero here is Bit-by-Bit. Why don’t you come 

aboard and let’s give her a toast, sir? Bring Doctor Fourdee 

with you.” 

!462



He straightens from the rail. He shakes his head. 

“No, you will come aboard this trawler, Rick. And that’s an 

order.” 

I smile and wag my forefinger from side to side. 

“Cassius. You remember that clause I inserted in the 

contract I signed with you – I doubt it was with the Royal 

Navy – the paper sitting in your safe in Pompey? It said I 

could resign this mission anytime I felt like it. I hereby 

resign. And if you would bring your skinny ass across to my 

boat, I will give you that in writing.” 

Flushing, he breathes out heavily. He turns on his 

heel and goes inside the coach to return a moment later, 

wearing a windbreaker. He climbs to the upper deck, stands 

in front of the helm and starts his trawler’s engine. He 

engages forward, turning in an arc. I place four fenders on 

BeeBee’s starboard side and, as he comes alongside, tie his 

boat to mine. 

At least he does know how to handle a small boat.  

He climbs down from his upper helm station, holding 

his bottle of champagne. As he’s about to step across the 

lifelines, I peer behind him. “Where’s the Doc? Why isn’t 

he joining the celebration?” 

“The excitement proved a little too much for him. 

He’s lying down in his cabin. You can see him in a while.” 
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He stands on BeeBee’s deck, his eyes fixed on me, 

keeping a distance of ten feet. His blue eyes usually so 

lifeless and cold that I had asked him in Bermuda, after he’d 

flashed his Navy ID at me, if the initial C stood for Cassius. 

But today his eyes flash with fire – anger burning bright. 

He glares at me. “Now, Captain. Tell me what the 

fuck happened. Why did you not carry out the mission?” 

I smile. “Did Grandpa Gabe’s diary entry blur for a 

while?” 

His jaw drops in surprise. “How did you know that?” 

 I smile and shake my head. The records in my books 

did that and the bags of gold coins were not onboard Bit-by-

Bit when I called her to us. “Intuition.” I say. “I have to 

hand it to you, though. Your plan was pretty good. It almost 

worked. But I’m not saying another word to you until I see 

the Doc.” 

“I told you, he’s indisposed.” 

I walk into the salon, grab a glass, return outside and 

put it on the cockpit table. “You may as well drink all of 

that, Cassius. I’m not thirsty. And like I said, I’m also not 

telling you what happened, until you produce the Doc.” 

He half turns, then spins and hurls the bottle at my 

head. I slap the bottle as it approaches my head, deflecting it 
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into the sea. But when I look back, his gun points at me. He 

stands too far from me to make any move. 

“A gun, Cassius?” I say, loudly enough for Ses to 

hear. “I see you’ve hoisted your true colours. We seem to 

have reached another of our show-stoppers. Kill me and you 

will never know what happened, will you?” 

“Listen-up, you arsehole. If you don’t start co-

operating, I’m going back aboard the trawler and I will 

shoot the Doc. He’s not dead yet, just unconscious. Now 

you will walk to the trawler nice and easy, Rick, or I will 

put a bullet into your right arm. Won’t kill you, but it’s a 

good place to start making holes in you. Teach you to 

respect your superiors.” 

I nod uncertainly. “Easy, now, Admiral Stoke. Easy. 

You want me on board the trawler? Okay. Let’s go.” 

He smiles tightly and inclines his head toward his 

trawler. 

I walk to the lifeline’s gate, open it and climb over 

the trawler’s rail, to drop on to her deck. Move a few feet 

away from where I landed, but Cassius is no dummy. He 

avoids the easier path of the gate, maintaining his ten-foot 

distance. Without taking his eyes off me, he climbs back 

onto the trawler. He motions for me to move inside the 

coach. 
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There are no loose objects lying around inside, no 

articles to use as a projectile or weapon. Climbing down the 

companionway steps into the saloon, I find the Doc 

sprawled on the couch. Blood runs in small streams from 

the two bullet holes in his back. 

“You murdering son-of-a-bitch!” I swing around, but 

he’s still at the top of the stairs, out of reach and with a clear 

shot at my head. I feel for a pulse on the Doc. Turn him over 

gently so he’s lying face up. An astonished eyes-wide look 

on his face. My jaw tightening, I close his eyes. I feel faint 

and sit, my eyes shut. I lift my head and stare at Cassius. 

“What’s next? Kill me? What about Ses?  What did you 

have in mind for her?” 

“Who cares what happens to her now? She’s back in 

Pompey. She’ll never know what happened out here. This is 

just between the three of us.” He laughs. “Well it was the 

three of us. Now it’s just you and me. So here’s the thing. 

You are going to die in a few minutes. But you can have it 

quick and painless, or slow and lingering. Tell me what 

happened to my chests of gold.” 

 “Alright, Cassius. You want to know, I’ll tell you.” 

I stare out of the porthole. Bit-by-Bit rises slightly 

followed a moment later by the trawler dipping. I stand up, 
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attracting Cassius’s attention. He moves back, his finger 

tightening on the trigger. 

“Sit down, Rick. You make me nervous.” 

I sit and study him. “I guess you do deserve to know 

the truth. Sit down and make yourself comfortable.” 

He climbs down the steps and leans against them, 

facing into the saloon. 

I relax a little against the seat back. Still too far away 

to attack, but less than ten feet now. “The Doc’s machine 

worked just as advertised. Bit-by-Bit and I went back to 

1813 as planned. We sailed to Aix Roads. I went in with the 

SCUBA gear and sled and stole a boat while Thomas was 

wreaking his magical havoc on the French. Two days later, I 

used the boat to fall in with Impérieuse as planned. Thomas 

and James agreed to the mission. We caught up with La 

Clorinde just outside the harbour mouth of San Sebastian. 

But she was already under the protection of the shore-

battery and she had two seventy-fours with her as an escort. 

Despite these seemingly overwhelming odds, Thomas 

managed to sink one of the line-of-battle ships, capture the 

other, and La Clorinde. We did indeed take the chests. Like 

I said, Cassius. Your plan was pretty good.” 

He’s leaning forward, his eyes lit, his mouth slightly 

open, and at this he slaps his thigh with his left hand. But 
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the gun doesn’t waver an inch. No point in telling him how 

we changed his order to Thomas. He’s gone from getting it 

all to getting none and he’s angry enough already. He leans 

back against the seat cushion and shakes his head. Tightens 

his finger on the trigger. Nods at me and when I don’t reply, 

stares at me for a few seconds and then growls, “Carry on 

Captain. What the fuck happened next – how did you 

manage to cock it all up, then?” 

“Well, Cassius. There were a few problems.” 

His finger slackens on the trigger and he leans 

forward a little. I carry on, “First off, Commandant Jean 

Coignart died doing his duty. I did not think that fair play. 

He was supposed to go home to his parents and raise a 

family. And now because of your greed….” 

Cassius snaps the pistol to point at me. He slaps his 

left hand onto the table top and snarls, “Shut-up you idiot! 

Who gives a flying fuck about him? Get on with it.” 

I raise both palms upwards. “Look. No tricks up my 

sleeve. You want to know the rest, don’t you?” 

 I gaze out the porthole, wondering how to phrase 

this. “Someone else died at that battle, Cassius. Someone 

who was not supposed to be there either. Someone like me, 

a person from the future who was playing around in the 

past….” 
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I trail off at the puzzled expression on his face. And 

then his eyes grow round and two red dots flush on his 

cheeks. He lifts the gun and aims it at my heart. “Who?” he 

shouts. “The only person who that could be would be her. 

And she didn’t go with you! She’s back in Pompey.” 

I say nothing. For a moment, the pistol drops. “You 

know, Rick,” he says in an icy tone, now fully in control. “If 

she went with, and you killed her there….” He raises the 

gun. 

I shake my head. “When I got back here and was 

about to transit to now to give you some of your precious 

coins, I realized I could go back and save her. I went back to 

before I transited the first time, sailed ahead of myself and 

her, and was all set to save her at the battle of First Nudge.” 

As Cassius takes this in, I look away from him. 

Behind the companionway steps to his left, is the owner’s 

cabin. A set of matching leather bags on the bunk. 

“Tell me something, Admiral, sir. Just what do you 

plan on doing after you shoot me? You can’t be thinking of 

doing First Nudge yourself, can you?” 

He flashes his toothy grin. “You are, sometimes, 

fairly bright. Yes. Little old me is going to do what you and 

all those people failed to accomplish. After I shoot you, I’m 

going to take your boat, blow up this one, and go back to 
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1813.  I’m going to wait outside the approaches to San 

Sebastian. There’s a place where the water is thirty feet 

deep, out of range of the fort’s guns. Thanks for the warning 

– I’ll put three rockets on the deck in preparation. When the 

ships are a mile away, and I’m still out of range of the 

seventy-four’s guns, I’ll fire one rocket at each of their 

magazines and blow them to smithereens. When everyone’s 

stopped thrashing about in the water, I’ll use the SCUBA 

gear and sled to retrieve my chests from the sea-bed, hoist 

them aboard Bit-by-Bit and voilà.” 

I breathe out quickly, feeling a little ill. “You are one 

sick man, Cassius. That’s fifteen hundred men.” As my 

gorge settles, I add, “Has it occurred to you that you could 

do your own history some real damage? I mean I know you 

liked Grandfather Gabe and all, but what if he stole the 

money, not his men? What if your family wealth came from 

the chests?” 

He snaps his head to look at me, surprised and 

suspicious. But then he shrugs and chuckles. “Well, so 

what? Either way, I’ll still have the coins – all of them. So I 

think I’ll be getting along.” 

I shrug my shoulders and nod. “Why not? But better 

not blow this boat up until you check in with Bit-by-Bit. She 

won’t take an order from you. When you asked to be entered 
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into her system as a Captain, I let you train her voice 

recognition because I knew you would never get the 

opportunity. And yes, I know that you entered yourself as 

two more alternates when I left you alone doing it. Her log 

recorded all your sneaky attempts to steal my boat and so I 

erased you and your two alternate crewmembers from her 

database.” 

He screams, raises his hand and pulls the trigger. The 

silenced gun spits. The bullet slams into my chest and I fly 

through the air, toppling backwards over the couch to fall on 

the cabin sole. 

“Drop it, Admiral,” says Ses from behind him at the 

top of the companionway stairs. His head snaps round, and 

his eyes open wide in panic. His face drains of colour. He 

breathes rapidly. He turns toward her, the gun pointing at 

the stairs below her feet. 

Ses says again, “Drop it, sir.” 

“You goddamned bitch! You’re disobeying a direct 

order! How dare you.” He slaps the table with his left hand. 

And then his face calms, his eyes cool to icy pools and his 

face tightens. Staring at her, he slowly raises his arm. 

“Don’t, Admiral. No!”  

He points the gun at her and his finger curls around 

the trigger. 
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She fires. His head snaps back, thuds against a 

companionway step, and he collapses to the sole. 

“Are you okay?” calls Ses. She moves into sight at 

the top of the stairs. Pale, she sways and grabs the rail. 

“Yeah, thanks to you,” I say, finally regaining my 

breath – the shot felt like a mule kick. I stand up. I rush up 

the stairs and pick her up, carry her back to Bit-by-Bit and 

put her on the couch. Her breathing is regular, her pulse 

feels weak but steady. I rip off my shirt. The vest has a 

silver patch showing through its black Kevlar, directly 

above the left ventricle of my heart.  I take the vest off and 

rub my chest. 

I make light of our foreplay device, but she leaps to 

her feet, rushes to the galley sink and throws up. 

Remembering James’s medicinal prescription for me under 

the same circumstances, I pour her a generous shot of 

cognac. She gulps it gratefully. I lead her back to the couch. 

She lays her head on my shoulder while I stroke her hair. 

“It was him or you,” I whisper, “and you warned him 

three times.” 

She nods doubtfully and then says softly. “I almost 

couldn’t pull the trigger….” She trails off. I hug her and 

kiss the top of her head. 
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I make her something to eat and go back to the 

trawler. Avoiding the pools of blood on the sole I enter the 

owner’s suite. Taking each bag in turn I empty it onto the 

bed. Clothes, foulweather gear, a bunch of handguns of 

various calibers, ammunition, delicacies in tins for his 

delight at sea, laptop, cell-phone, toiletries, books. I leave it 

all. 

I squat next to Cassius and search him. His wallet 

contains a few hundred US dollars, about the same in 

Pounds Sterling, and three thousand dollars worth of 

traveler’s cheques. I throw the wallet on top of him, intact. 

His pant’s pocket yields a set of keys and I take the one for 

the Lab. 

I stand, hesitating. “Bye, Doc. I don’t know what to 

do here. Your machine is just too dangerous. Sorry about 

this.” 

I make a mental pledge to him, climb the stairs and 

walk to the rail. Untying the two boats from each other, I 

step across to Bit-by-Bit and push the trawler away with my 

foot. “BeeBee. Ahead both motors one thousand RPM.” 

“Aye, sir. Ahead 1,000 RPM both motors.” 

We slide ahead of the trawler and I stow the fenders. 

Inside, Ses has some of her colour back in her cheeks and 

she smiles wanly. I tell her what I have done. 
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“But,” she says. “If he mined the trawler, we can’t 

just leave it drifting there.” 

“No. It’s directly over the bomb I placed there.” I 

glance over the stern. “BeeBee, increase speed to ten 

knots.” 

The trawler falls further astern and, a while later, I 

key the detonator. Seventy-five seconds count down. The 

trawler blows up. A bigger explosion than I expected. 

Cassius wasn’t kidding about mining the boat. 

I tell BeeBee to sail us back to Suva.  

“We going back to the Lab, I take it?” says Ses. 

“Seems like the thing to do. Destroy the equipment; 

make sure there are no traces. I promised the Doc to try and 

do the honourable thing. If he had invented something that 

the world was ready for, we could tell them all about it. As 

it is, we’ll have to keep this secret. So he and Cassius have 

to disappear like they just did.” 

“But we can’t mess with history. Agreed?” 

“Yeah,” I say. “But we can use the machine to see 

how bad a problem we really have, peek ahead maybe fifty 

years, and we can use it to check the results of putting our 

plans into effect.” 

“Right,” she says, “Let’s see if we can nudge the 

world to where it has to be, one day at a time.” 
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“Bit by bit.” 

We kiss. 

Ses looks back and says, “And if they somehow link 

us to the Doc and Cassius?” 

“Well,” I laugh. “They’ll never find us. They won’t 

even know when to look.”  

THE END 
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Photos below provide help with catamaran 

terminology. 

The first three are of Bit-by-Bit in September 2001, 

on the Hudson River, NY, USA. BeeBee in the story uses a 

fixed-wing sail, not the more traditional rig shown below. 
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Starboard Bow

Port (larboard) BowNacelleForward Beam

Daggerboard
(up position)
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Port Transom Steps Byte-me BeeBee's Tender

Port Helm 
Station



 The rig used in this novel is based on the ones used 

by the America’s Cup boats in 2013, shown on the next 

page. 
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Coach House
(Roof of Salon)

Starboard
Rudder

Starboard
Pulpit Seat



Shown below is Team Emirates, New Zealand’s 

entry. The finals were held on San Francisco bay. The fixed-

wing sail is half of a Jumbo jet wing in area. The jib in front 

of it is too small for BeeBee, these boats don’t heave to.  In 

the photo below, Team Emirates is doing 45 knots in 17 

knots of wind! 
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